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The Historical Perspectives Peer Review Process 
 
Historical Perspectives is a peer-reviewed publication of the 
History Department at Santa Clara University.  It showcases 
student work that is selected for innovative research, theoretical 
sophistication, and elegant writing.  Consequently, the caliber of 
submissions must be high to qualify for publication.  Each year, 
two student editors and two faculty advisors evaluate the 
submissions. 
 
Assessment is conducted in several stages.  An initial reading of 
submissions by the four editors and advisors establishes a short-list 
of top papers.  The assessment criteria in this process, as stated 
above, focus on the papers’ level of research innovation, 
theoretical sophistication, and elegance of presentation.  No one 
category is privileged over the others and strengths in one can be 
considered corrective for deficiencies in another.  The complete 
panel of four editors and advisors then votes on the final selections.  
Occasionally, as needed, authors may be asked to shorten or edit 
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Each year, Santa Clara University’s Phi Alpha Theta chapter 
publishes a group of thoughtful and outstanding essays in the 
History Department’s journal, Historical Perspectives. Written by 
students who have completed original research projects in 
advanced seminars, these essays represent the highest levels of 
achievement in the department, and this year, students submitted a 
number of accomplished research papers for review. We would 
like to express our gratitude to all of the students who presented 
their work for consideration, as well as to the devoted faculty 
members who guided these burgeoning writers with their projects. 
We are delighted to present to you the 2020 edition of Historical 
Perspectives. 
It is our firm belief that researching and writing history 
serves not only to unlock understandings of the past, but to shine 
light on the present and future. Although every year unearths its 
own challenges, we must acknowledge the unique impact of 2020 
on the minds of the writers whose works appear in this edition of 
Historical Perspectives. In 2020, the United States witnessed one 
of the largest protest movements in its history in the Black Lives 
Matters protests, and globally, the devastating coronavirus 
pandemic continues to threaten organized human life everywhere. 
These life-changing events add to the stresses of protecting human 
rights and the environment. The essays in this journal undoubtedly 
emerged from this turbulent world, and through them we hope to 
gain insights to help us as we work for tomorrow. 
As a result, this year’s edition includes essays united in a 
yearning for a better world. Exploring a wide variety of topics 
spanning both cultures and time periods, some essays center on 
the activism of key historical figures, while others focus on 
ongoing demands for equity, acceptance, and social justice. The 
papers in this journal go beyond analyzing past events by bringing 
them into conversation with the tribulations and triumphs of 
today. Whether the writers are calling for more inclusive genocide 
7
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memorials or prompting readers to join ongoing movements for 
ecological justice, their work reflects a discerning curiosity that 
seeks nuanced understandings of the past so that we may envision 
a better future. Many of these essays explore similar topics as they 
are shaped by the courses offered at Santa Clara University, 
including classes on protest and reform movements, genocide in 
the twentieth century, and the history of sexuality. This year’s 
submissions testify to the intersections between Women’s and 
Gender Studies, Ethnic Studies, and History, and they demonstrate 
that our student writers utilize critical interpretation, insight, and 
creativity in order to analyze the events of the past and recognize 
their lasting presence in the world today. In their research, the 
authors contribute to a fuller picture of the past that confronts 
traditional narratives that have been flattened or sanitized in 
popular historiography. 
We are also thrilled to announce the addition of a reviews 
section to this year’s journal. These shorter pieces focus on the 
Theatre and Dance Department’s spring production of Lauren 
Gunderson’s The Revolutionists, as well as a review of an episode 
from the PBS series “The Future of America’s Past.” By 
expanding our scholarly scope beyond research papers, we aim to 
demonstrate the educational value and political importance of 
plays, films, and other media. History can be presented via many 
mediums, and as the number of media platforms increases, we 
hope to see a commensurate increase in the dissemination of 
historical knowledge and political awareness.  
To illustrate the idea of a better world, we chose a 2013 
photograph from Helmut Grill to cover this year’s journal. Titled 
“A Birds World Nr. 5,” this piece captures the dichotomy between 
the lush hope for life and the uncertainty of the future represented 
in the ominous storm clouds hovering above the landscape. When 
confronted with the unknown, we have a duty to respond in a way 
that minimizes suffering and promotes life. If we choose to pursue 
paths based on social justice and living with earthly integrity, we 
8
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can work toward fulfilling the promise of a better world, and we 
view history as the key to unlocking this path forward. 
As Luis Valdez said at this year’s first Santa Clara University 
Listens & Learns: Race, Reflection, Renewal event, “the end and 
hope are always upon us,” and we should keep both at the 
forefront of our minds as we try to find ways to think and live in 
more just, equitable, and ecologically sound ways. Taking 
suffering and injustice seriously reminds us that there is always 
more work to be done in our co-creation of a better world. Taking 
joy and love seriously minimizes feelings of burnout and reminds 
us what a better world can feel and look like. There is always 
more to learn, always more to appreciate, and always more to 
critique. We hope this year’s edition of Historical Perspectives 
invites you to participate in this process of creating meaningful 
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We congratulate the student authors who submitted their essays as 
well as Professor Naomi Andrews, the faculty advisor, and 
Melissa Sims, the History Department office manager. Without 
them, this publication would have been impossible. On behalf of 
the History Department, we would like to thank the faculty, staff, 
and students who contributed to the department during this unique 
year. We are honored to have represented the History Department, 
and we hope you enjoy this year’s edition of Historical 
Perspectives. 
 


















Historical Perspectives: Santa Clara University Undergraduate Journal of History, Series II, Vol. 25 [2020], Art. 1
https://scholarcommons.scu.edu/historical-perspectives/vol25/iss1/1
Historical Perspectives, Series II, Volume XXV, 2020 
 
More than the Triangle Factory Speech: 
Rose Schneiderman’s Long-Underappreciated Career of 




Rose Schneiderman was brought into the public eye when 
she gave her speech at the mass meeting held at New York’s 
Metropolitan Opera House on 2 May 1911. The speech was in 
response to the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire that occurred ten 
days earlier, wherein 147 workers died, the majority of whom were 
teenage girls. To escape the flames, many of the victims jumped 
from the building’s windows to their deaths. Their burned and 
broken bodies were strewn across the streets of Manhattan for all 
to see. The horrifying scene, and the conditions that caused it, was 
to Schneiderman the “ultimate justification for the organization of 
women.”1 Recited in her Opera House speech, Schneiderman 
called upon women workers to rally themselves together and 
demand change. Already years into her career as a labor activist, 
she asserted, “I know from experience it is up to the working 
people to save themselves. And the only way is through a strong 
working-class movement.”2 Women, in her view, should be seen as 
workers who deserved a safe and clean place of work.  
 While this profoundly moving speech deserved the fame it 
generated, this is but one achievement in Schneiderman’s lifelong 
career of activism for America’s working class. Schneiderman is 
an underappreciated figure of the Progressive Era’s labor 
movement and beyond. Most of her early efforts centered around 
improving working factory conditions, but her career was far more 
nuanced. The breadth and depth of her work remains unrecognized 
because most accounts reproduce the same severely limited 
 
1 Kathleen Banks Nutter, “Schneiderman, Rose (1882-1972), Labor Organizer and Trade 
Union Official,” American National Biography, 1 Feb. 2000. 
2 “Lament for Lives Lost: Rose Schneiderman and the Triangle Fire,” 
<https://www.historymatters.gmu.edu> (23 March 2020). 
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biographical narrative. Schneiderman’s contributions to the labor 
movement and overall reformist cause, however, are no less wide-
ranging and significant than those of other, more well-known 
female reformers, including Jane Addams (founder of the Hull 
House), Florence Kelly (founder of the National Consumer 
League), and Frances Perkins (the first woman to hold a cabinet 
position as Secretary of Labor under Franklin Delano Roosevelt). 
As a prominent leader of multiple trade unions, Schneiderman 
gained knowledge of the legislative process. Her ability to create 
substantial and lasting policy reform in the workplace made her a 
key figure of the Progressive and New Deal eras. An analysis of 
the newspaper articles of the early twentieth century reveals that 
Schneiderman’s work encompassed much more than that one 
famous speech. A more comprehensive survey of her life shows 
that she championed a feminist vision of labor reform that sought 
to empower women within the workplace in order to better their 
lives outside of it as well. 
 Two years after she gave her moving speech, “Lament of 
Lives Lost,” condemning the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire, 
Schneiderman spoke out at a fire prevention meeting in 1913. She 
turned this moment into an opportunity to denounce the greed of 
capitalist factory owners whose employees risked death daily while 
on the job. Recounting the events from the fire, she passionately 
pleaded for reform. She referred to the factory conditions that led 
to the Triangle Factory fire, which included locked doors and 
windows and flammable fabrics strewn across the floor. The 
reason for these inhumane conditions, she contended, was the 
capitalists who “feared some girl would stick some silk thread in 
her waist as she walked out, and so they locked the Asch building 
doors,”3 which prevented workers from fleeing the fire to reach 
safety. “Capital saved maybe its $2 worth of thread,” she finished, 
“but it cost us 147 lives.”4 This is a poignant example of her 
 
3 “Socialists Capture Fire Protest Rally: Rose Schneiderman Turns Fire Prevention 
Meeting to Their Purposes,” New York Times (1857-1922), 3 Aug. 1913: 2. 
4 Ibid. 
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commitment to labor reform. As a factory worker once herself, she 
had first-hand experience of the deplorable conditions factory 
workers labored in. Schneiderman’s frustration with these 
conditions is what initially drove her into activism, but the chance 
to create substantial change in the lives of working women is what 
inspired her to continue her efforts, no matter the barriers she 
confronted.  
The Progressive Era was born out of the industrial revolution. 
In the mid-to-late nineteenth century, American business boomed 
due to the work of men like Andrew Carnegie and John 
Rockefeller who capitalized on America’s burgeoning industries. 
Consequently, the United States saw drastic changes, leaving 
behind its agrarian roots and developing into an urban nation. Men 
left farm work for factory work. The need for cheap manual labor 
was so great that women began to work for pay outside of the 
home. The inclusion of women into the workforce presented 
serious challenges to American social and political spheres. The 
fact that women were working for pay conflicted with traditional 
notions of gender and family, causing a sort of cultural anxiety that 
men and women alike struggled to navigate. Women faced these 
challenges head-on as they gained more experience in the 
workplace.  
While rapid industrial progress turned the country into an 
economic powerhouse, it came at workers’ expense. Neglected in 
all aspects, many workers were mutilated or killed on the job. The 
turn of the twentieth century saw the rise of worker advocacy and 
protest against dangerous and inhumane working conditions. One 
of the central aspects of the Progressive Era was the formation of 
the labor movement and trade unionization. No longer were wage 
laborers powerless victims of egregious work environments. Early 
unions focused their efforts on organizing members to directly 
challenge their employers, often via strikes, to achieve better 
treatment and conditions in the workplace. While these strikes 
resulted in some beneficial changes, union priorities switched to 
championing the legislative reforms affecting labor that 
13
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proliferated during the New Deal years. Rose Schneiderman not 
only lived through this transition but served as a key figure.  
Part of the exodus of Jewish people from Eastern Europe, Polish-
born Rose Schneiderman immigrated to the United States in 1890 
with her father, mother, and younger siblings. Shortly after settling 
in New York’s Lower East Side, her father suddenly passed, 
leaving her mother to care for three young children with a fourth 
on the way.5 Schneiderman grew up in grave poverty that only 
worsened after her father’s death. In an effort to support her 
family, Schneiderman took on her first job as a salesgirl in a local 
department store at the age of thirteen. She worked sixty-four 
hours a week with a starting salary of $2.16 (which roughly 
translates to $57 in 2020). After three years she was earning only 
about sixty cents more, making $2.75 (approximately $72 in 2020) 
a week.6  
Soon after, Schneiderman entered factory work, sewing 
lining for men’s caps. Though the pay was substantially better, at 
$6 a week, this job was her first exposure to the grim realities of 
the garment industry.7 The pay raise was considerable (the 
equivalent to $157 in 2020), but it came at a cost.8 Schneiderman 
became increasingly frustrated by her surroundings and the 
corruption she witnessed in the factory. When she expressed these 
frustrations, “more seasoned women workers began to teach her 
about three political ideologies…trade unionism, socialism, and 
feminism.”9 This opened her up to the burgeoning world of 
organizing workers and set her on the path to becoming an 
influential speaker, labor organizer, trade union official, and 
politician. She pioneered lasting change for the American working-
 
5 Nutter, “Schneiderman, Rose (1882-1972), Labor Organizer and Trade Union Official.” 
6 <https://www.usinflationcalculator.com/> 
7 Nutter, “Schneiderman, Rose (1882-1972), Labor Organizer and Trade Union Official.” 
8 <https://www.usinflationcalculator.com/> 
9 Annelise Orleck. “Rose Schneiderman,” Jewish Women: A Comprehensive Historical 
Encyclopedia, 20 March 2009, <https://jwa.org> (15 Feb. 2020). 
14
Historical Perspectives: Santa Clara University Undergraduate Journal of History, Series II, Vol. 25 [2020], Art. 1
https://scholarcommons.scu.edu/historical-perspectives/vol25/iss1/1
5 
class and was especially sensitive to the needs of women and 
immigrants.  
 Jewish Americans were one of the most politically aware 
immigrant populations, and their communities had strong socialist 
leanings built into them.10 Jewish immigration peaked as the ready-
made clothing industry rapidly expanded. Jewish American 
workers soon dominated garment factory work in New York. 
These factories were not filled with men alone. Unlike in their 
countries of origin, urban Jewish American women were expected 
to work as well because their families depended on their 
contributions for survival. Women who entered the factory system 
experienced the same unsafe working conditions but earned lower 
wages than men and were routinely harassed by employers. 
However, as immigrants and women, and often as mothers as well, 
they interpreted their trials differently than did men. Labor 
historian Alice Kessler-Harris explains, “As women, they brought 
to trade unions their sensibilities about the organizing process and 
encouraged…government regulation to protect women in the 
workforce. As Jews…they nurtured a commitment to social 
justice”11 Women found solidarity with their sister workers. The 
strength of this new combined community emboldened them to at 
least attempt to improve their livelihoods. Consequently, women 
became one of the main contributors to the Progressive Era’s labor 
movement. 
It was not an easy task for women to be politically active. 
Regardless of Jewish immigrants’ aptitude for socialism and their 
stronger desire to organize than other ethnic groups, the labor 
movement proved difficult to break into. Any attempts at doing so 
presented early leaders, including Pauline Newman, Clara Lemlich 
Shavelson, and Rose Schneiderman, with several challenges. For 
instance, early trade unions were dominated by men. The 
American Federation of Labor (AFL), founded in 1886 and led for 
 
10 Alice Kessler-Harris, “Labor Movement in the United States,” Jewish Women: A 
Comprehensive Historical Encyclopedia, 27 Feb. 2009, <https://jwa.org> (15 Feb. 2020). 
11 Ibid. 
15
et al.: Full Issue
Published by Scholar Commons, 2020
6 
decades by the notoriously chauvinistic Samuel Gompers, became 
one of the most established organizations in the labor movement. 
Even the International Ladies Garment Workers Union, one of the 
first unions with significant female membership, was headed by 
men who did not understand the point of diverting already limited 
union resources to women who they insisted were, “destined for 
marriage,” and “unorganizable.”12  
Women originally assumed they would be welcomed into 
already established unions as valued members. Yet, their status as 
workers was dismissed and the focus was on their identity as 
women. Schneiderman’s first experience with such discrimination 
was in 1903 when she was barred from joining the United Cloth 
Hat and Cap Makers Union. When Schneiderman approached the 
union to inquire about membership, she and two of her coworkers 
were told that they would need to get “twenty-five women from a 
number of factories before [they] could acquire a charter.”13 There 
is no record of male workers having to complete similar tasks to 
gain membership to the union. Known for her persistence, but 
moreover her strong desire to learn and be involved in the labor 
movement, Schneiderman recruited the necessary number of 
women within a few days and they were chartered as Local 23.14 
With a resolute personality and strong oratory skills, Schneiderman 
appeared destined to become a social organizer. Only four feet 
nine inches tall and barely into her twenties, she nevertheless 
captured the attention of audiences and inspired workers to 
mobilize.15 In 1905 the Cap Makers’ Union went on strike for 
thirteen weeks calling for higher wages and safer work spaces. The 
strike showcased her abilities as an organizer. She led meetings, 
gave speeches, and walked the picket line.16 This was a formative 
 
12 Ibid., 3.  
13 Rose Schneiderman and Lucy Goldthwaite, All for One (New York, NY: Eriksson, 
1967), 49.  
14 Ibid., 50.  
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time for Schneiderman. It cemented her socialist worldview and 
belief in the trade unionist cause. In her autobiography, she recalls 
that during this time a new life appeared before her, opening “wide 
many doors that might have remained closed.”17 Schneiderman 
became fully active in the unionist scene and rose quickly through 
the ranks of union and league membership.  
Having struggled to incorporate herself and other women 
who wished to be organized into the mainstream labor movement, 
Schneiderman sought ways to create female-centric unions. 
“Discouraged by their union brothers,” writes Kessler-Harris, 
“[and] recognizing their issues as different from those of male 
workers, women turned to other women for help with their work 
related problems.”18 The issue was not simply that men did not 
want to accept women into their organizations, but that the 
working-class women themselves were apathetic to the cause.19 
Moreover, with long hours in the factory in addition to household 
responsibilities, most women had no time to dedicate to union 
work.  
Schneiderman realized that in order for union membership to 
appeal to women, unions needed to offer social services as well as 
focus on problems in the workplace. To incentivize membership, 
female unions established a community that recognized the 
particular needs of women and offered tangible benefits to its 
members. They hosted dances, concerts, lectures, and education 
opportunities, fostering a broader vision of unionism and a strong 
sense of loyalty and sisterhood.20 No league epitomized this sense 
of sorority more than the Women’s Trade Union League (WTUL), 
founded in 1903 with the New York branch established the 
following year. Other locals were soon established in major cities 
in the East and Midwest including Boston and Chicago. The 
 
17 Schneiderman, All for One, 50.  
18 Kessler-Harris, “Labor Movement in the United States.” 
19 Alice Kessler-Harris, “Rose Schneiderman and the Limits of Women’s Trade 
Unionism,” Labor Leaders of America (1987): 164. 
20 Kessler-Harris, “Labor Movement in the United States.” 
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league’s mission was to consolidate the modest number of women 
who belonged to unions and bring them into the league so that, as a 
larger group, they would have more support and strength.21 
After her impressive showing at the Cap Makers’ Union 
strike, Schneiderman was approached by Margaret Dreier Robins, 
president of the New York branch of the Women’s Trade Union 
League (NYWUTL). While Schneiderman could have stayed with 
the Cap Makers’ Union, the NYWTUL promised her “the 
opportunity for self-improvement through the enactment of a social 
program. It offered her the chance to construct a career, associate 
with other women, and exercise leadership”22 After joining the 
NYWTUL in 1905, the rest of Schneiderman’s long career in labor 
activism revolved around the League. Schneiderman held several 
administrative positions within the WTUL as well as its New York 
branch. She became Vice President of the NYWTUL in 1906, was 
its chief organizer until 1914, elected president in 1917 and then 
elected president of the National WTUL in 1926, a position she 
held until she fully retired from public life in 1950, the same year 
the League dissolved. Her work with the League was formative. 
She increased its membership and continued to instigate workplace 
change through organized efforts. It was one of the most 
significant periods of her life, culminating in her close friendships 
with Eleanor and Franklin Delano Roosevelt.  
She developed a strong friendship with Eleanor in particular. 
Their association signified a new type of friendship that 
transcended class. Eleanor and Franklin Roosevelt came from 
wealthy families of “old-line American stock.”23 Schneiderman 
helped to expose them to the lived realities of most Americans. 
Eleanor Roosevelt earnestly sought to learn about the problems 
facing American workers. According to Schneiderman, “Mrs. 
 
21 Gary Edward Endleman, “Solidarity Forever: Rose Schneiderman and the Women’s 
Trade Union League,” in Dissertations in American Biography (New York, NY: Arno 
Press, 1978), 29. 
22 Ibid., 30.  
23 Ibid., 172. 
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Roosevelt asked many questions. She was particularly interested in 
why I thought women should join unions.”24 Eleanor Roosevelt 
was truly invested in political and social equality. She frequented 
NYWTUL meetings, and Schneiderman was often a guest at the 
Roosevelt’s house at Hyde Park. Schneiderman opened up both 
Roosevelts to the plight of the working class and taught them much 
of what they knew about labor issues.25 Regardless of background 
or upbringing, Roosevelt and Schneiderman appreciated each other 
as friends, but moreover, as equals. Schneiderman’s relationship 
with Roosevelt garnered interest in the League and bolstered both 
its reputation and Schneiderman’s as a leading organizer.  
 Out of all union leaders, Schneiderman gave the most effort 
to building cross-class coalitions, as seen through her relationship 
with the Roosevelts. She found allies among other middle- and 
upper-class white women, especially in the National Commerce 
League. Wealthy women supported her organizing work in the 
NYWTUL, offering her financial assistance so she could continue 
the League’s work. This, however, presented its own set of 
challenges. The financial support from well-off women was greatly 
appreciated, but their presence in unions and general labor activism 
damaged the sense of community within these groups. Many 
working-class women were justifiably skeptical of their 
motivations. The inclusion of wealthy women created a power 
dynamic that had to be delicately balanced.26 Though they caused 
tension in the League, it was Schneiderman’s connections with 
these middle- and upper-class women that brought her out of the 
depths of labor organizing from which she had buried herself.  
 Schneiderman had always been civically engaged, but as she 
continued to build relationships with wealthier women, she saw 
more opportunity to create greater change through politics, seeing 
 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid., 173. 
26 Julie Novkov, Constituting Workers, Protecting Women: Gender, Law and Labor in 
the Progressive Era and New Deal Years (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 
2001), 80.  
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government as the path to her ultimate goal of labor reform. In 
May of 1920, the New York Times reported that the “state 
convention nominate[d] Rose Schneiderman,” as one of only two 
women among the six nominees for New York Senator.27 She ran, 
unsuccessfully, on the Independent Labor Party ticket. However, 
even this failed attempt marked her growing prominence in the 
public eye and the increasing attention women were receiving in 
politics. As she became more involved in politics, her work 
extended beyond organizing. She took positions on other issues 
facing the nation such as prohibition, unemployment, civil rights, 
and international relations. This was groundbreaking work for a 
woman, especially one of immigrant descent whose childhood was 
spent in the ghettos of New York’s Lower East Side.  
 She was never shy about her political leanings, publicly 
supporting like-minded candidates. This included Al Smith, who 
unsuccessfully ran for president as a socialist in 1928. Then, more 
notably, she backed Franklin Roosevelt in his 1928 bid for New 
York Governor. She was quite influential, garnering votes for both 
candidates. Frances Perkins even asked Schneiderman to promote 
Roosevelt’s gubernatorial candidacy in her union meetings and in 
other working-class leagues. According to Perkins, “Schneiderman 
was awfully good…Rose, I’m sure, made many converts telling 
them why they should vote for Roosevelt for Governor. She was a 
very effective person.”28 Schneiderman also supported Roosevelt’s 
presidential campaign in 1932. The New York Times quoted her 
favoring the Governor’s “labor record and his unequivocal stand 
upon the question of public utilities and water power control.”29 
She campaigned vigorously for Franklin Roosevelt. Her ability to 
dictate the course of New York politics, particularly ensuring that 
 
27 “Woman for Senator is Named by Labor: State Convention Nominates Rose 
Schneiderman and Picks Six State Candidates,” New York Times (1857-1922), 31 May 
1920: 2. ProQuest Historical Newspapers. 
28 Endelman, “Solidarity Forever,” 159.  
29 “Rose Schneiderman for Roosevelt,” New York Times (1923-Current file), 9 Oct. 1932: 
25. 
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it remained a blue state, was exceptional. She established 
important connections to politicians who would not forget the 
work she had done to help the Democratic party. These 
connections would come in handy for her later legislative and 
political endeavors. 
 Schneiderman served as a political leader at both the state 
and federal level. For example, Perkins, under Roosevelt, 
appointed Schneiderman to the National Recovery Administration 
(NRA) Labor Advisory Board. She was the only woman and 
brought to the board her extensive labor reform experience. The 
NRA Labor Advisory Board sent Schneiderman to Puerto Rico to 
reform that nation’s needle trade industry through legal codes 
designed to improve working conditions. This work expanded to 
other Puerto Rican industries, including tobacco and sugar. Her 
time abroad gave her a global perspective on labor issues that 
evaded other activists. Additionally, Schneiderman served as 
secretary of the New York State Labor Department for seven years 
between 1937 and 1944. She resigned from the position to give 
more time to her presidency of the NYWTUL, where she would 
“devote herself especially to labor legislation and the enforcement 
of laws protecting working women.”30 Even her exposure to 
American politics, and the influence and network that came with it, 
could not sway her to abandon the true backbone of her work: 
creating better factory work environments for women. 
 As Schneiderman became increasingly politically active 
throughout the progression of career, her public persona and 
outwardly socialist leanings sometimes subjected her to harsh 
criticism. People including male unionists and conservative 
politicians vehemently disagreed with her work and ideologies, 
fearing that they would upend traditional American society. 
Accusations that she was a communist or revolutionary intensified 
during some of the most precarious times of the twentieth century, 
 
30 “Rose Schneiderman Out: Resigns State Labor Department Post After Seven Years,” 
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including both world wars and the Great Depression. In 1934, Dr. 
William A. Wirt, a school superintendent, called Schneiderman the 
“red rose of anarchy” and charged that “members of President 
Roosevelt’s ‘brain trust’ were plotting to bring about a revolution 
in the United States.”31 In true Schneiderman fashion, she wasted 
no time in suing Dr. Writ for libel. She faced xenophobic rhetoric 
throughout her career due to her immigrant status, Polish 
background, and Jewish heritage.  
It was not only outside criticism that Schneiderman struggled 
against during her career. Schneiderman’s work with the WTUL 
was tedious. While she did achieve some great victories, like the 
Equal Pay Law passed in 1943, not all her efforts ended in the 
League’s favor. After a three-year long effort, for instance, the 
WTUL admitted to its shortcomings in organizing workers in the 
laundry industry. This was partially due to the Great Depression’s 
detrimental impact on the labor movement. According to the New 
York Times, “the entire labor movement has been facing a difficult 
period, particularly because of extensive unemployment.”32 The 
WTUL had to cut several of their services, and membership 
significantly declined. External forces, however, were not 
Schneiderman’s only problem with the League. 
The NYWTUL provided her with many opportunities for 
personal and professional development. In the Washington Post, 
for example, Schneiderman was favorably depicted as a “woman 
general” who put her “energy and experience in to the great 
experiment of industrial control…[Schneiderman] sees stitched 
tightly into each, the dreams and cares of women, bent weary over 
machines—long tedious hours stolen from their homes and 
children.”33 Her efforts in bringing women into the labor 
 
31 “Dr. Writ is Sued by ‘Brain Truster’: Rose Schneiderman Files a Libel Action Asking 
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32 “Decries Condition in Laundry Trade: Women’s Trade Union League Reports Failure 
to Organize Workers in Industry,” New York Times (1923-Current file), 2 June 1919: 1. 
33 “Mary Harriman Rumsey, Daughter of Rail Magnate, Heads Important Advisory 
Board,” The Washington Post (1923-1954), 7 Aug. 1933: 9–10.  
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movement’s fold warranted such praise. She guided the WTUL to 
expand its efforts for adequate labor legislation in the South, which 
was as yet immune to the labor movement. The goal was to 
implement higher standards, including equal pay for equal work 
that enabled female workers of the South to enjoy dignified 
workplaces.  
She found, however, that with growing demand for the 
League’s expansion came many tasks that she often struggled to 
balance. After almost a decade of furious organizing, her 
relationship with the WTUL and the New York branch 
deteriorated, for she believed them to be antisemitic and 
antisocialist. Disillusioned, Schneiderman resigned from her post 
as chief organizer for the League in 1914, turning her attention to 
the women’s suffrage movement. Though known as a labor reform 
activist, her contribution to the suffrage movement was also 
significant. She traveled throughout the Midwest and east coast on 
behalf of the National American Women’s Suffrage Association.   
Schneiderman’s time spent campaigning for women’s suffrage 
opened her eyes to the advances that could be attained through 
government intervention. For decades, the act of organizing 
workers against their oppressive environments was absolutely 
central to her work. Schneiderman believed “that workers had to 
rely on their united strength to achieve greater bargaining power 
with employers.”34 For all her dedication to the unionist effort, one 
thing unions could not do for their members was enact protective 
labor legislation. After returning to union work after her stint as a 
suffragette, Schneiderman “slowly abandoned her socialist dreams, 
turning instead to Democratic party politics that promised 
immediate, if more limited, results.”35 She gradually began to 
prefer a more active state that intervened on the women workers’ 
behalf over the power of the collective.  
 
34 Kessler-Harris, “Limits of Women’s Trade Unionism,” 164. 
35 Ibid., 171. 
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In 1913, Schneiderman appealed directly to President Wilson 
at a women’s suffrage march to the White House. She incorporated 
her labor agenda into her advocacy for suffrage, claiming that “the 
vote to us [working women] is an economic necessity.”36 In her 
eyes, the vote was a form of legal protection from the dangers of 
factory work. According to Schneiderman, women needed the 
vote, “so that they may have political, legal, and industrial 
equality. The other aims include…the protection of motherhood 
and the guarantee to every child of the highest possible 
development.”37 Similarly, her participation in the Industrial 
Working Women’s Conference in 1919, where she represented 
over 100,000 organized women, clearly showcased that women’s 
rights were encompassed in her platform. The issues discussed 
during this meeting included social security and pensions for 
retired workers, maternity benefits, accident insurance, and sick 
leave.38 These commonplace practices in almost every work 
environment were created by the likes of women like 
Schneiderman who brought their female perspective to the 
workforce, looking beyond wages. At other points in her work, she 
was even known to speak on the right of women to have access to 
birth control.39 Her agenda clearly reached beyond the physical 
work environment to include all parts of a woman’s life.  
Influential women like Florence Kelly and Frances Perkins, 
who began careers as labor activists years before Schneiderman 
joined the cause, had already confronted many problems 
Schneiderman was just coming across. Labor associations, 
including the National Association of Manufacturers, for example, 
who “adamantly defended the right to employ children,” incited 
 
36 Elizabeth Glendower Evans, “An Audience at the White House,” La Follette’s 
Magazine: 5. 
37 “Plan Worldwide Union.: Misses Schneiderman and Anderson Will Start for Paris 
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New York Times (1857-1922), 7 March 1919: 12. 
38 Ibid. 
39 “Forum Tomorrow on Birth Control: Mrs. Thomas N. Hepburn to Be Among Speakers 
at Meeting in Carnegie Hall,” New York Times (1923-Current file), 1 Dec. 1935: 8. 
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battles between laborers and the government at the state and 
federal level.40 In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
labor reform efforts were blocked by Supreme Court rulings that 
stymied the potential for labor reforms. In The Woman Behind the 
New Deal, Kristen Downey notes that Perkins “wondered whether 
it was even possible to implement some of the ideas in light of 
Supreme Court rulings.”41 For instance, in 1905 the Court ruled 
that restricting bakery workers to a ten-hour day workday violated 
workers’ rights to contract for their own work hours. It also ruled 
against federal restrictions on child labor in 1918, calling them a 
violation of states’ rights to regulate production. Lastly, the Court 
determined that setting a minimum wage for women was illegal, 
regardless of whether they were earning a living wage. 
By 1920, however, protective labor legislation was not 
universally accepted, even among female union members and 
officials. For some, these intrusive policies were seen as an 
encroachment on their right to make independent decisions with 
their employer. Schneiderman found herself at odds with the Equal 
Opportunity League, which opposed her legislative efforts. In a 
plea for support, the league explained its grievances in the New 
York Times. In the article “Women’s Work Limited by Law,” they 
denounced the possible implementation of a shortened workday, 
claiming, “So-called ‘welfare’ legislation is not asked for or 
wanted by real working women,” and asserting that these, 
“‘welfare’ bills are drafted by self-styled social uplifters who assert 
that working women do not know enough to protect themselves.” 
There was a clear sense of hostility and anger. The line that 
followed, “aided by a few women who once worked but who are 
now living off the labor movement” was a pointed attack on 
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41 Ibid., 118.  
25
et al.: Full Issue
Published by Scholar Commons, 2020
16 
women like Schneiderman.42 Though her life’s work focused on 
raising the standard of work environments for women, many who 
still labored in the factory felt abandoned by women who rose in 
the ranks of trade unions and leagues. The solidarity that 
Schneiderman had worked so hard to instill within the League was 
crumbling.  
 As Perkins worked to reconstruct the labor department and 
implement reform legislation, the labor movement was 
experiencing additional setbacks. In the early 1930s women were 
still working in poor conditions even as the New Deal was forming 
under President Roosevelt. One of the biggest points of contention 
at the federal level was the fragile line between what constituted 
public and private work and the division between states’ rights and 
the power of the federal government. The New Republic recorded a 
response from Schneiderman, representing the WTUL, countering 
critics of Perkins as New York’s Commissioner of Labor. 
Schneiderman indicated in her response a resolution from the 
WTUL, which pledged “its support to the Commissioner of Labor 
in her untiring and effective efforts to so administer the law that 
justice shall be done to all.”43 Surely influenced by Schneiderman’s 
working relationship with Perkins, this outwardly political stance 
illustrated solidarity between working women and Perkins’ reform 
agenda. 
 With over eight million women industrial workers in the 
Northeast and South by the 1920s, their needs had become of 
national interest. Many marches, conferences, and conventions 
took place at the nation’s capital to address the issues of the female 
worker. Schneiderman participated in most of them. For example, 
during President Coolidge’s administration, a Women’s Industrial 
Conference was called together in Washington, D.C. to “discuss 
 
42 “Women’s Work Limited by Law: Equal Opportunity League Fighting Legislation 
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the problems of women in industry.”44 It was to explore 
opportunities for women, industrial relations, wages, and hours of 
labors. Schneiderman asserted that abusive working conditions 
prevented women from “exercis[ing] the privileges of 
citizenship.”45 Women were consumed with basic survival and had 
no time to dedicate to building better lives for themselves and 
others. They were excluded from pursuing personal hobbies, 
education, or involving themselves in social issues. It was only 
when “she is freed of the drudgeries and worries that come from 
long hours and low wages,” Schneiderman contended, that a 
woman worker could “improve the caliber of her citizenship.”46 
This excerpt reinforced her holistic approach to labor reform.   
Schneiderman understood that legislation could bring positive 
change to industrial wageworkers. Legislation created standards 
and held employers to the laws and changes that outlived the 
temporary solutions early unionists achieved. 
Schneiderman nonetheless continued to advocate against the 
Equal Rights Amendment. The ERA sought to end the legal 
distinctions between men and women, but it was those exact 
distinctions upon which Schneiderman based her labor reform 
work, noting from the beginning of her career that women 
experienced the workplace differently and therefore needed 
specific protections. In 1940 she claimed that the ERA “actually 
jeopardize[d] most of the social gains women have secured in 
wages and hour legislation.”47 Kessler-Harris notes how 
Schneiderman thoroughly understood how men in positions of 
power perceived women and she uses these perceptions to explain 
why female unionists should support protective legislation: “If 
women were to be protected because they were the ‘mothers of the 
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race,’ then the state had an interest in their well-being.”48 
Conventional gendered notions of femininity, with a particular 
regard to motherhood, enabled Schneiderman to push this 
legislative agenda forward.  
Schneiderman understood that legislation could bring 
positive change to industrial wage workers. Legislation created 
standards and held employers to the law with changes that outlived 
the temporary solutions early unionists achieved. She was 
concerned with not only the physical work environment but how 
that would impact all aspects of workers’ lives. Schneiderman 
recognized that this meant something different for women than it 
did for men. As a result, Schneiderman built a career in pushing for 
workplaces that protected the female worker and pressed for 
progressive reform that included maternity benefits, childcare, an 
end to child labor, and access to education—issues that had not 
been addressed before. Schneiderman fervently advocated for the 
rights of working-class women and remained steadfast in her 
desire to establish legislative reform until the end of her far-
reaching career.  
 Overshadowed by the Triangle Factory Fire speech, 
Schneiderman’s remarkable career full of hard work has been all 
but forgotten. Reducing historical figures to a single key event 
presents its own set of dangers. It fails to present complete 
narratives, distorting the nation’s past and the history of its 
development. Schneiderman’s unwavering devotion to the cause of 
labor legislation created her unique place among women activists. 
She continually pursued the cause of the female worker over the 
course of her four-decade-long career. Schneiderman’s path from 
the factory floor to renowned labor activist and politician was 
filled with many obstacles. Schneiderman took each pitfall and 
criticism as an opportunity to learn and improve her approach. 
While she lived to see a great deal of change in the personal and 
working lives of women in her lifetime, the struggle for female 
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equality was still far from over. Even now, it is still a work in 
progress. Yet, without the likes of women like Rose Schneiderman, 
who worked tirelessly to end social injustices, the status of women 
would remain far less developed. Rather than be ignored entirely 
or reduced to a single speech, her contributions should be 
celebrated and expanded. 
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Work Yourself to Death:  




Finding one’s true purpose in life depends on many factors. 
In Japan, true purpose is best described by the term ikigai, which 
means “that which most makes one’s life worth living.”1 Initially, 
for many Japanese men, their true purpose was to protect Japan 
from Western encroachment whether as a samurai or as a soldier. 
After World War II, the economic boom in Japan led to the rise of 
the sarariiman, or salaryman, that is, a man poised to take Japan to 
economic prosperity. Many citizens have felt, however, that their 
ikigai requires them to fulfill their role as a company employee, 
making them feel as if they are influenced through government and 
social propaganda to succeed for Japan and not for themselves.2 
This demand causes unfortunate consequences. The rise of the 
sarariiman has been accompanied by the rise of karoshi, or death 
by overwork. The death by overwork phenomenon arises from a 
need to assert a new type of masculinity, different from the 
traditional military man of the past. This new man must fulfill his 
ikigai and masculinity through dedication to his work. These men 
are so dedicated to their work that they endure unsafe working 
conditions and extremely long hours in effort to display this new 
masculinity. Companies seeking more financial success exploit 
these overeager men who feel the need to express themselves in 
this way. A vicious cycle leads to men either dying from the stress 
of trying to uphold this standard or committing suicide due to 
failing under the pressure.  
 
1 Gordon Matthews, “Finding and Keeping a Purpose in Life: Well-Being and Ikigai in 
Japan and Elsewhere,” in Pursuits of Happiness: Well-Being in Anthropological 
Perspective, ed. Gordon Mathews and Carolina Izquierdo (New York, NY: Berghahn 
Books, 2010), 167. 
2 Ibid., 171. 
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The origins of the salaryman’s ideal characteristics can be 
found in many varying forms of masculinity that have changed 
over time throughout Japanese society. Baseline characteristics of 
an ideal masculine man come from the samurai in the Tokugawa 
period. The bushidō code that every samurai followed as his rules 
for life described notions such as duty, loyalty, self-sacrifice, and 
mental and physical endurance. Underneath the samurai and high-
ranking civil servants, however, in the background, remained the 
koshiben or the “lunch-bucket man,” a low-ranking civil servant 
common during the Meiji era (1868-1912). Koshiben were 
characterized by the lunch boxes attached by a cord around their 
waist. Instead of having a sword like the traditional samurai, they 
carried a lowly lunch box.3 They were civil servants who had to 
live up to all of the masculine characteristics of the time while 
receiving none of the benefits enjoyed by their social superiors. 
After the abolition of the samurai class in the early 1870s, many 
ex-samurai and lower ranking koshiben joined the white-collar 
working class, becoming civil servants.4  
From the late Meiji into the early Shōwa era (1926-1989), the 
samurai transformed into the loyal soldier who would defend 
against Western encroachment and lead Japan to victory.5 At the 
same time, however, when not in war, Japan cultivated civil 
servants that functioned as prototypes of the modern sarariiman. 
Men going through the civil service examinations, which were in 
theory based on skills, were mostly graded and accepted based 
upon their personalities. Men going through the civil service 
examinations could be rejected if they did not conform to the 
 
3 Earl H. Kinmonth, The Self-Made Man in Meiji Japanese Thought: From Samurai to 
Salary Man (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1981), 277–8. 
4 Ezra F. Vogel, Japan’s New Middle Class: The Salary Man and His Family in a Tokyo 
Suburb (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1963), 5. 
5 Romit Dasgupta, “Creating Corporate Warriors: The ‘Salaryman’ and Masculinity in 
Japan” in Asian Masculinities: The Meaning and Practice of Manhood in China and 
Japan, ed. Kam Louie and Morris Low (London, UK: Routledge, 2003), 
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popular attitudes and correct personality.6 Similarly, companies 
looked for men who exuded orderliness, temperance, dutifulness, 
optimism and politeness, characteristics not too different than ones 
prized in the early samurai and soldier.7 These early masculinities 
indicate that Japan cultivated an environment that fostered the 
growth of men who abided by strict rules and conformed to ideals 
that brought the country together.  
Similar to the response of the Japanese government to 
modernize against western forces from the Meiji Restoration in 
1868 through the end of World War II, postwar Japan needed a 
new type of soldier and samurai, a man who would lead them to 
economic prosperity, after their loss in World War II: the 
sarariiman. It was at this time that the koshiben became the 
sarariiman.8 Postwar Japan experienced many changes, including 
rapid industrialization causing an economic boom which led to a 
massive growth in white-collar workers, increasing focus on 
nuclear families, and strengthening the notion that women 
belonged in the house, causing men to become the face of the 
household.9 At the end of the war, the era of farmer and soldier 
masculinities ceased. The government needed, created, and 
demanded an ideal family unit with two equal parts, a compliant 
worker and a “good wife, wise mother,” which they believed 
would enhance the redevelopment of the nation.10 The sarariiman 
carried the “Economic Miracle” that Japan experienced in the 
1950s and 1960s on his shoulders.11 At the same time, many men 
saw the benefits of becoming a white-collar worker. They would 
become part of the “new middle class.” Their income was salaried, 
therefore less prone to changing due to economic fluctuations. 
They would become part of a large white-collar work force which 
 
6 Ibid., 312.  
7 Kinmonth, The Self-Made Man in Meiji Japanese Thought, 310. 
8 Ibid., 289. 
9 Dasgupta, “Creating Corporate Warriors,” 122.  
10 Ibid., 120. 
11 Ibid., 122.  
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made them hope their employers would treat them well. Young 
men were heavily encouraged to join the ranks of sarariiman, who 
were potentially eligible for regular promotions and bonuses.12 In 
most businesses, the sarariiman’s employer would guarantee him 
life-long employment.13 There was a sense of pride in being a 
salaryman and a sense of security as the life of the salaryman was 
quite predictable.14 Many men felt they were guaranteed a spot 
with a certain reputation and status compared to non-salaried 
workers.  
Manga characters at the time, such as Sarariiman Kintarō, 
became incredibly popular as a “hero” for Japanese men, for he 
gave an ideal picture of what a sarariiman should be and how to 
gain success as a sarariiman.15 A Shōwa era biography of the 
famous daimyō (sixteenth-century feudal lord) Hideyoshi also 
became quite popular for sarariiman as it described his military 
organization in corporate terminology. His superior-subordinate 
relationships were related to executive-employee relationships.16 
The sarariiman could see himself as a warrior fighting for the 
“Economic Miracle.” However, in addition to this “Economic 
Miracle,” challenges to traditional Japanese masculinity facilitated 
an even stronger push by the government for the sarariiman. The 
mobo (modern boy) of the 1920s—characterized by his effeminate 
looks, materialism, and lack of care for his future—introduced a 
fear for the future of Japanese men, and the rise of the postwar 
sarariiman was a response to it.17 Magazines during the late 
Showa and early Heisei era (1989-2019) pushed prescriptives on 
how to be a proper sarariiman, therefore telling young men in 
essence how to fulfill their true masculinity. These magazines 
advertised “how to” guides on varying aspects of a sarariiman life, 
 
12 Vogel, Japan’s New Middle Class, 4–5. 
13 Ibid., 7. 
14 Ibid., 33.  
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such as cultivating perfect workplace behaviors and fostering a 
healthy family environment.18 The sarariiman type of masculinity 
needed to be learned and shaped for each man in Japan to fit the 
perfect ideal with exact characteristics that were consistent with 
corporate behavior and life in the home.  
To fit into corporate life, one must assume the proper persona 
perfectly. Each sarariiman must assume the persona to keep his 
reputation. Many can picture the sarariiman on his way to work 
making his way through the hustle and bustle of everyday 
corporate life. Not only are there physical aspects to becoming a 
sarariiman but mental aspects as well. Romit Dasgupta describes 
the sarariiman as a man who would: 
 
Be expected to display qualities of loyalty, diligence, 
dedication and self-sacrifice. Everything about the salaryman 
embodies these values: his behaviour, deportment (white shirt, 
dark business suit, lack of “flashy” clothing and accessories, neat 
hairstyle), consumer habits (for example reading certain types of 
magazines), even his verbal and body language. Moreover, his 
success (or lack of it) would be premised not only on workplace 
conduct, but also on his ability to conform to the requirements of 
the hegemonic discourse—to marry at an age deemed suitable, and 
once married to perform the appropriate gender role of 
husband/provider/father.19 
 
These characteristics harken back to the age of the samurai 
and the bushidō referenced above. The sarariiman was diligent in 
his work and loyal to his employer and his fellow sarariiman. Any 
failure was his own fault and no one else’s. The uniform of a dark, 
unflashy suit kept men from expressing uniqueness. He sacrificed 
his individuality for the greater cause of economic prosperity. The 
sarariiman exuded an aura of normalcy. Japanese men upheld 
 
18 Ibid., 124. 
19 Ibid., 123.  
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these characteristics, no matter how constricting, in order to adhere 
to the social constructs of masculinity and normalcy.  
 Sarariiman faced many consequences when trying to adhere 
to the strict ideas of masculinity. Most notably, sarariiman 
possessed few visual differences between each other. They 
sacrificed their personal expression to fit the mold of a corporate 
business employee. Lines of men entered and left packed trains 
every day to go to work. One homogenous unit. From the 
beginning, even in the early days of their lives as civil servants, 
“employers made little effort to evaluate them as individuals…they 
were treated as a homogenous commodity,” Earl H. Kinmonth 
writes.20 Individuality was not necessary in Japan’s corporate 
setting. The sarariiman was a fungible commodity, and 
unfortunately, most understood that. To attain this distinct yet 
anonymous persona required money. Sarariiman made up a 
majority of the middle class and had to keep up their appearance 
no matter the cost. Despite sometimes gaining bonuses or special 
allowances from time to time, spending was a large part of 
participating in corporate life. Expensive suits were required to 
make the sarariiman fit in with all the other men around him. A 
middle-class home was necessary to house the sarariiman and his 
family. He and his fellow sarariiman were in a constant 
competition to spend more than the other. He was taught from the 
very beginning; spending was hardwired in his brain to spur the 
economy and allow it to remain prosperous.21 The sarariiman must 
socialize outside of work, but not too much, in order to maintain 
his reputation.22 If he socializes too much, he cannot be taken 
seriously and appears to be careless. If he fails to thrive in social 
situations, he faces ostracization. He must balance appearing in 
complete control of his work life while also being in complete 
control of his social life as well—no matter the costs to his health.  
 
20 Kinmonth, The Self-Made Man in Meiji Japanese Thought, 316.  
21 Ibid., 316–7.  
22 Ibid., 318–9. 
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Not only would his wallet run dry, his mental health and 
physical health suffered as well. Sarariiman were forced to work 
harder and smarter than others, taught to come to work early and 
leave late.23 Those who could not keep up with the pressure faced 
failing to thrive and being looked over for promotion—or even 
worse, being fired and most likely needing to find blue-collar 
work. They would log hundreds of overtime hours each month so 
they could be seen as the most productive worker.24 Because they 
were fungible and one of many, menial tasks were part of their 
everyday lives. Anything that their supervisor asked of them 
needed to be done, no matter how below their experience level.25 
Mentally, sarariiman felt as if they had no other choice as they had 
been taught from birth to be successful. Once in the lifestyle, they 
had no way of escaping it. Gordon Matthews writes that many men 
felt “chained to their workplaces, most could neither live for their 
own personal pursuits, as some men sought to do, nor, more 
pivotally, for their families. A man living for his family was not a 
real man, many said or implied, but some longed to do so all the 
same if only they could.”26 Success for a man was marked by his 
success in the workplace, not by his success in the home. The life 
of a sarariiman created a degree of separation between family and 
home. Traditionally, his wife remained in charge of the house and 
would know nothing about her husband’s work life except for 
menial details. Neither knew much about each other’s respective 
lives, which created a relationship gap in the ideal of the nuclear 
family of Japan. Families with white-collar workers for husbands 
showed an increased rate of family depression and conflict as the 
 
23 Ibid., 318.  
24 Atsuko Kanai, “‘Karoshi (Work to Death)’ in Japan,” Journal of Business Ethics 84 
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family members failed to communicate with each other.27 The wife 
was limited to the home and the husband was limited to his job. 
This combination of physical and mental distress birthed a major 
toll on the life of a sarariiman, and the consequences have proven 
to be deadly. With the rise of the sarariiman came the rise of 
karoshi, or death by overwork. 
Japanese men to this day work increasingly more hours than 
the rest of the world. On average, taking into account unpaid and 
unofficial overtime, a Japanese white-collar worker will work 
around 2,600–3,000 hours a year, which is at least 50 percent 
longer than the closest neighbor, the United States, whose average 
worker logs around 1,900 hours.28 Looking back, the term karoshi 
truly broke ground in the late 1980s. The term was coined in 1978 
by Dr. Tesunojo Uehata, who described the phenomenon as “a 
permanent disability or death brought on by worsening high blood 
pressure or arteriosclerosis resulting in diseases of the blood 
vessels such as cerebral hemorrhage…and acute heart failure.”29 In 
the 1980s, the term was directly correlated with men working 
excess overtime hours.30 In 2002, 160 men died due to excessive 
overwork which was double the previous year’s total.31 In 2005, 
328 men died of karoshi.32 As time progressed, more and more 
men killed themselves due to excess pressure to work better and 
longer than their fellow male employees.  
To make matters worse, not all men were dying of sudden 
cardiac arrest or cerebral hemorrhage. Some men committed 
suicide due to the pressures of the Japanese work environment. 
Another term has now been coined, karo-jisatsu, or suicide by 
 
27 Kanai, “‘Karoshi (Work to Death)’ in Japan,” 213. 
28 Tetsuro Kato, “The Political Economy of Japanese ‘Karoshi’ (Death from Overwork),” 
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31 Koji Morioka, “Work till You Drop,” New Labor Forum 13, no. 1 (2004): 82. 
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overwork, to describe the plight of workers who fall into 
depression, leading them to end their lives. What makes karo-
jisatsu so distinctive is that the men who are committing suicide do 
so before their physical health fails them. They kill themselves due 
to feeling they are not meeting the expectations of their workplace 
and their status.33 Typically, the men who commit suicide are 
known to be diligent, dependable, and willing to work excessively, 
but not depressed.34 Suicide notes from men who have committed 
suicide highlight feelings of inferiority and sadness for causing 
their families trouble by failing as a worker and a man. Typically, 
there fails to be any ill will toward their superiors or their 
workplace at all.35 In times of economic hardship, especially 
during economic crisis in 1977 and the economic bubble collapse 
in 1991, the rates of karoshi and karo-jisatsu rose dramatically due 
to massive numbers of layoffs and unemployment rates 
skyrocketing.36 These men were, counterintuitively, killing 
themselves out of altruism. They failed to be men, therefore, for 
the sake of their families, they would rather end their lives than see 
their families suffer due to their failed masculinity.  
Despite all of the constricting notions that go into being a 
sarariiman and the obvious hazards to their health, sarariiman 
continue to work themselves to death. Why do sarariiman literally 
work themselves to death? Why do some men crumble under the 
pressure and succumb to committing suicide? There is a problem 
in Japan, a problem of improper representation of the only way to 
be masculine. Yuko Kawanishi argues that both karoshi and karo-
jisatsu “occur as a result of the intricate dance between individual 
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65. 
34 Ibid., 67.  
35 Ibid., 65–6.  
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willingness and society’s compulsion as well as a growing 
mismatch between traditional values and the changing reality.”37 
Japan’s cultivation of a workaholic atmosphere created a vicious 
cycle. Workaholism gives birth to individuals who feel an 
increased need to work due to internal and outside pressures, low 
enjoyment in their work, and a need to involve themselves more 
and more in work. Workaholic sarariiman, however, see the 
benefits of overworking including promotion, more pay, and a 
feeling of personal success. They respond to high demands hoping 
to gain a high return, not expecting the physical toll it will take on 
them.38 As mentioned above, sarariiman felt and still remain 
trapped in their lifestyles. They alone must support themselves and 
their families. If they live for themselves, they are seen as failures 
as men. Sarariiman are forced to uphold unfair prescriptions of 
what it means to truly be a man with little support from anyone, 
causing increased toxic masculinity in Japanese workers. Emotions 
come second to success for the sarariiman. They must understand 
that on the outside they are a cooperative worker, but on the inside, 
they hide their drive for personal success. They are in constant 
competition with their fellow workers to prove who can be the best 
worker and who can get the next promotion while also having to 
understand that they must cooperate with others to bring overall 
success to their company. As mentioned before, students are taught 
to do anything to remain in good favor, and this continues into a 
man’s work life. Diligence and a cooperative attitude are the two 
main aspects that go into being a successful sarariiman. Men are 
looked down upon if they leave right at the time work hours are 
officially over, as they are seen to be leaving the rest of the 
employees to do their work. A sarariiman must be willing to do 
more than required of him to be successful. Men are willing to not 
log their numerous hours of overtime so that they do not burden 
the company with excessive overtime payments. Working for 
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others is seen as the honorable and manly thing to do. Companies 
then take advantage of these men, failing to enforce the logging of 
hours so they do not have to dole out overtime pay, and the 
sarariiman nevertheless accept these conditions as a basis for 
maintaining their lifetime employment status.39 For many men, 
there is no other way out. Some men were not given the choice, 
dying on the job, while others felt as if their only way out was to 
take their own life. For a lot of men, responses to these troubling 
conditions came too late.  
Initial responses to karoshi arrived slowly and attempts to 
acknowledge the dying sarariiman faced backlash. Japan’s labor 
laws inherently allow abuses of employees. Most clauses fail to 
protect employees from dangerous working conditions and 
overwork. Enforcement of the laws themselves is also very 
lackluster. The Japanese government refused to recognize karo-
jisatsu due to it being considered intentional behavior on the part 
of the worker.40 Many companies argued that employees worked 
out of their own volition, therefore their untimely deaths were their 
own fault. 41 This framing of karoshi as an individual problem 
made many struggling workers hesitant to speak out about the 
problems they faced themselves or even their fellow coworkers’ 
issues as well. If it appeared to not be a common workplace 
occurrence, then there was no need for any real legal recognition or 
action. The first recognition of the term outside of Japan came in 
1988 in an article in The Chicago Tribune entitled “Japanese 
Live…and Die…for Their Work” which described the plight of a 
48-year-old middle manager who died suddenly of “sudden cardiac 
insufficiency.” The Chicago Tribune article noted that he had 
worked nearly 3,500 hours in the year before his death; this 
included 1,400 hours of overtime. Unlike many others, however, 
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he received pay for this overtime.42 The Oxford English Dictionary 
did not recognize karoshi until 2002.43 Progressively, though, with 
the number of deaths climbing and applications for worker’s injury 
compensation streaming in, the Japanese government realized that 
they needed to acknowledge the state of affairs in front of them. 
The first major response to the karoshi phenomenon came in 
the form of a hotline that provided aid to the family members who 
suffered from a death from karoshi. These hotlines created support 
systems for family members of victims of karoshi, allowing them 
to connect to legal aid and others who suffered through a death in 
the family. Once they made these connections, individuals could 
find the strength to fight legally for recognition of karoshi and the 
toll that overwork takes on the family members of the deceased.44 
Initial government response consisted of revising the Labour 
Standards Act to enforce maximum working hours to eight hours a 
day and 40 hours a week in 1993. The revision proved to have 
many loopholes and therefore offered no clear concrete solution to 
the issue of karoshi.45 Most recently, the Ministry of Health 
Labour and Welfare, faced with a push to address these issues from 
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, released a White Paper on Measures 
to Prevent Karoshi, etc. in 2017. The paper highlighted tactics the 
Japanese government would implement including reducing the 
number of employees working more than 60 hours a week, 
increasing the rate of annual paid leave, and increasing the number 
of workplaces with mental health care.46 Once the government 
began to respond with fervor, the people began to fight as well.  
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In addition to government response, the public and 
corporations realized the stress that had been increasingly placed 
upon the shoulders of Japanese men. During the time of massive 
economic turmoil, scandals, and bankruptcies of the 80s and 90s, 
companies realized the failures of the culture they worked so hard 
to uphold. Dasgupta writes, “subscribing to the salaryman model 
became even less appealing. Indeed, from the corporation’s point 
of view, the features of the system upon which (ideologically, at 
least) salaryman masculinity was premised—such as permanent 
employment and seniority-based promotions—became 
increasingly difficult to sustain.”47 In 1996, the Japan Travel 
Bureau (JTB), the leading travel agency in Japan, put out a travel 
pocket guide for tourists showing the disadvantages of living the 
sarariiman lifestyle, describing how much damage it caused to a 
man’s physical health with a graphic depiction of a tired and 
melancholic sarariiman struggling to survive. One page even went 
so far as to say, “it is a miracle they are alive at all.”48 Many are 
beginning to realize the importance in creating work-life balance 
programs or going so far as to find alternative forms of making 
money.49 At this time as well, is the rise of furitaa or “freeters,” 
young people who reject salaried work because they see the toll it 
imposed upon their parents, choosing to do temporary jobs and not 
get married.50 These furitaa, however, eventually must enter the 
workplace as non-salaried work has proven to be unstable in pay, 
benefits, and security.51 They will eventually enter the cycle of 
workplace abuse as well. 
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From the very beginning, women have been excluded from 
the sarariiman narrative. When the sarariiman ideal came to 
fruition, so did the corresponding ideal of the “good wife, wise 
mother.” In the postwar years, an excessive importance was placed 
upon separating women into the private sphere and men into the 
public sphere. During the economic boom, they were the gender 
who stayed within the home and took care of the children. Women 
aided the economy’s prosperity in a different way, through the 
consumption of new technology such as vacuum cleaners, fridges 
and televisions.52 When analyzing the relationship between most 
young women and sarariiman in Japan in 1963, Ezra Vogel 
argued, “the young Japanese girl hopes to marry a salary man even 
if his salary were lower because his life is steady, he has leisure 
time, and she can be free of the anxieties and work connected with 
independent business.”53 A man traditionally should be the 
breadwinner for the couple while his wife remained in the home.54 
Stereotypes like these removed women from the narrative of being 
capable of hard work and determination, putting them in a place of 
dependence and subservience. Once women entered the workforce, 
these sentiments followed them. Women were seen as the 
counterpart to the sarariiman and not “sarariiwoman” themselves. 
In the workplace, as previously described, a good worker needs to 
be aggressive in his work ethic, heroic in sacrificing his life for the 
job, and dependable. Women were traditionally thought to be 
incapable of fulfilling that role due to their delicate nature, 
therefore justifying their relegation to office assistant positions.55 
Eventually they would get married and go on maternity leave, 
leading most companies to avoid hiring them or to intentionally 
keep them in low-paying helper jobs.56 
 
52 Dasgupta, “Creating Corporate Warriors,” 123. 
53 Vogel, Japan’s New Middle Class, 9.  
54 Ibid., 16.  
55 Kumiko Nemoto, “Production and Navigation of Gender Bias: Heroic Masculinity, 
Female Misogyny, and Queen Bees,” in Too Few Women at the Top: The Persistence of 
Inequality in Japan (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2016), 129. 
56 Ibid.,134. 
43
et al.: Full Issue
Published by Scholar Commons, 2020
34 
Not all women today are taking paid leave; some put in just 
as many hours as men. More recently, some women feel forced to 
work long hours, spend money, and do anything to become “one of 
the boys.”57 Women are forced to compete against their fellow 
workers to be the most successful, yet their homemaker reputation 
harms them. Because Japanese society does not see women as full-
fledged workers, when women die of overwork, their deaths are 
either hidden or ignored. In July of 2013, Miwa Sado, a 31-year-
old female journalist who worked at NHK broadcasting 
headquarters, died of heart failure. In the month before her death, 
she had logged 159 hours of overtime and only took two days off 
of work. In April of 2015, Matsuri Takahashi killed herself at just 
24 years of age. She had worked more than 100 hours of overtime 
in the month before her death. Despite their lives ending several 
years ago, their deaths are finally being recognized years later.58 
Despite suffering punishing workloads alongside their male 
counterparts, women continue to fail to get the attention they need, 
and their deaths are only coming to light now because Prime 
Minister Abe requested a change in workplace culture.59 Had 
numerous men not died before them, most of these women and the 
unfair working conditions they endured would not have come to 
light.  
Despite the amazing hope that Japan had for the sarariiman, 
they allowed for too much pressure to fall upon these workers’ 
shoulders. The karoshi phenomenon proves that one can only 
demand so much from a single body of people. In essence, the 
Japanese government has conditioned the Japanese man to work 
himself to death. His, his family’s, and Japan’s honor and 
reputation rests on his shoulders. In times of economic struggle, he 
is blamed and told to work harder. In times of economic 
prosperity, he is told to work even harder to bring Japan even 
 
57 Ibid., 144–5.  
58 Justin McCurry, “Japanese Woman ‘Dies from Overwork’ after Logging 159 Hours of 
Overtime in a Month,” The Guardian, 5 Oct. 2017. 
59 Ibid. 
44
Historical Perspectives: Santa Clara University Undergraduate Journal of History, Series II, Vol. 25 [2020], Art. 1
https://scholarcommons.scu.edu/historical-perspectives/vol25/iss1/1
35 
further. There is no effortless way out. To solve this issue, the 
Japanese government and society must change the image of 
masculinity in the eyes of the public. Despite attempts to fix the 
state of the Japanese workplace, workers are still killing 
themselves with numbers still rising above the 400s each year.60 
Moreover, none of these solutions addresses the mental illness side 
of overwork. Unless Japan acknowledges the toxic masculinity 
within their workplace culture, sarariiman will continue to 
overwork themselves to death. 
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Power and Community:  




The 1960s and 1970s are well-known in the American 
memory as a period of numerous mass social movements: civil 
rights, labor rights, women’s liberation, anti-war, and queer 
liberation. People belonging to many different groups united to 
speak up and fight against oppressions experienced for far too 
long. Through these various movements, many people realized the 
enormous power in collective action and organizing. The queer 
liberation movement’s general goals were the acceptance of queer 
people in society and justice for those persecuted for their 
identities. As part of the larger queer and gay liberation 
movements, and as their own movement, many transgender and 
gender non-conforming (GNC) individuals worked together to 
fight for their own and each other’s liberation. Transgender and 
GNC people’s increased unification in the 1960s and 1970s 
provided them with a strong collective voice, paving the way for 
greater acceptance and queer empowerment in subsequent decades. 
 
The Roots of the Movement 
Situating the queer liberation movement of the 1960s and 
1970s provides essential context for the rest of this paper because 
it points to an extensive history of queer life and organizing—
rather than a sudden and spontaneous appearance in the late-
twentieth century. Active queer communities developed across 
time and space via social groups and events, formal organizations, 
and community networks. 
While the movement of the 1960s and 1970s is widely 
considered the first major American movement toward queer 
liberation, there were many actions and even entire movements 
before then. One of the largest movements was in Germany from 
46
Historical Perspectives: Santa Clara University Undergraduate Journal of History, Series II, Vol. 25 [2020], Art. 1
https://scholarcommons.scu.edu/historical-perspectives/vol25/iss1/1
37 
1869 to 1935, which included efforts to decriminalize 
homosexuality, conduct sexology research, and educate people on 
topics regarding sex, sexuality, and gender. Dr. Magnus 
Hirschfeld’s Scientific Humanitarian Committee conducted much 
of this research, contributing to the coinage of transvestite in 1910 
and the conclusion that “sex and gender expression were not 
automatically linked.”1 However, much of this research was 
destroyed in 1933 after the Nazis took power. Despite this loss, the 
work of Dr. Hirschfeld and his Institut für Sexualwissenschaft 
paved the way for future sexology research and is an indispensable 
example of early queer community organizing. 
During the 1950s in the United States, conformity to strict 
gender roles and heterosexuality was emphasized and enforced, 
often by the police, leaving many queer people closeted, isolated, 
and unaware of other queer people’s existence. Leslie Feinberg, 
transgender activist and author, describes her experience in the 
1950s as “an era marked by rigidly enforced social conformity and 
fear of difference.”2 In addition to strict gender roles, trans and 
GNC people were subject to consumer and employment 
discrimination, increased violence, and trouble creating legal 
identities. These problems were often compounded by race and 
class.3 The often highly visible nature of changing one’s gender 
presentation—and the accompanying discrimination—made 
openly participating in society incredibly difficult for trans and 
GNC people. This made it challenging for large communities of 
trans and GNC people to gather without fear of harassment or 
violence. 
While communities of transgender people have always 
existed, they could be hard to find in the United States during the 
stifling 1950s. Outing oneself to another person was an act of trust, 
and betrayal of that trust could endanger an individual’s life and 
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well-being. As a result, many queer people experienced isolation, 
though some were still driven to find and create community.  
In 1952, an American trans woman named Christine Jorgensen 
caught the media’s attention after undergoing sex-reassignment 
surgery.4 Despite stirring up some worry about the fate of 
traditional gender roles, “many transsexual individuals, particularly 
transsexual women, experienced a tremendous sense of relief.”5 
For many, Jorgensen’s highly publicized story was a beacon of 
hope, proving to many trans people, often for the first time, they 
were not alone. 
Louise Lawrence, a trans woman and author, also helped 
connect trans people by developing a correspondence network 
throughout Europe and the United States. Virginia Prince, cross-
dresser and activist, used this network in 1952 and again in 1960 to 
distribute Transvestia, a publication covering cross-dressing and 
transgender issues and questions. The growing community that 
developed around Transvestia is considered one of the “first 
enduring transgender organization[s] in the United States.”6 In 
addition to Transvestia, Prince founded the Hose and Heels Club 
in 1962, which primarily supported cross-dressers and later 
inspired the creation of similar organizations.7 Since Prince 
believed cross-dressing was only for heterosexual cis men, her 
organizations often excluded gay and bisexual cross-dressers as 
well as transsexual women. This made developing a broader, all-
inclusive LGBTQ+ coalition difficult during the 1960s and 1970s 
since many people were excluded. As a result, people who were 
unwelcome in the Hose and Heels Club formed separate 
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As communities like The Hose and Heels Club grew, 
language to describe the different experiences of one’s gendered 
self also developed. In a 1963 Transvestia article titled “The 
Expression of Femininity in the Male,” Prince discussed the 
difference between sex and gender and tried developing language 
to describe the different experiences she was writing about.9 Prior 
to and during the 1960s, many people described themselves as 
transsexuals, transvestites, cross-dressers, or used their own 
descriptions. These terms described someone who changed their 
sex or someone who simply wore the clothes associated with 
another gender. Dr. John Olivan eventually coined the term 
transgenderism in a 1965 medical publication called Sexual 
Hygiene and Pathology to “indicate an ‘urge for gender (sex) 
change.’”10 Later in 1969, Virginia Prince further popularized the 
term and used it to describe those who change their gender in 
society and not their sex.11 These words were created and 
reinvented by queer people to better define their existence and 
understand themselves. While self-descriptive language created by 
queer individuals was positive and empowering, language created 
by non-queer people was often dehumanizing and inaccurate. The 
word “queer” itself was a slur used to insult homosexuals as early 
as 1894.12 Though reclaimed by some members of the LGBTQ+ 
community, queer remains a divisive term, especially for those 
who still view it as an offensive slur or who do not identify with 
the label. Developing language enabled individuals to effectively 
share their experiences with one another, building solidarity and 
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the power to quite literally speak up as a growing, definable 
community. 
As a result of Jorgensen’s shared story and the use of 
correspondence networks, publications and communities like 
Transvestia and the Hose and Heels Club developed to foster 
growing queer communities where people could share their 
experiences, support each other, and develop language to express 
themselves more than before. The Hose and Heels Club, renamed 
the Society for the Second Self/Tri-Ess in the 1970s, still exists 
today and has multiple chapters across the nation.13 
The precedents set by past organizations and the power 
derived from developing communities contributed to the growing 
availability of counseling and medical services. In 1966, Dr. Harry 
Benjamin, colleague of famous sexologist Dr. Magnus Hirschfeld, 
published The Transsexual Phenomenon, which established the 
first major methodology for the study and treatment of trans 
people.14 Soon after, gender/sex clinics opened at Johns Hopkins 
University, Stanford University, and other institutions, often 
funded by Reed Erickson, a wealthy trans man and a former patient 
of Dr. Benjamin. Despite the growing availability of medical 
services for trans people, many of them were turned away, 
especially trans men, due to overly strict standards for qualifying. 
Trans people also formed their own organizations like the San 
Francisco-based Conversion Our Goal (COG) in 1967, the 
National Transsexual Counseling Unit (NTCU) in 1968, and the 
New York City-based Labyrinth in 1968, which was the first 
known organization to focus on trans men.15 The development of 
counseling and medical services by and for queer people resulted 
in many folks moving to cities where these services were located, 
strengthening hubs of queer organizing throughout the United 
States.  
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An early example of queer organizing is the May 1959 riot at 
Cooper’s Donuts, a Los Angeles doughnut shop. Cooper’s Donuts 
was “an all-night coffee-house popular with drag queens and gay 
male hustlers, many of whom were Latino/a or African 
American.”16 Police arrived at the doughnut shop one night and 
began harassing some of the drag queens about their gendered 
appearances. Tired of the routine harassment by the police, 
customers began fighting back, forcing the police officers out of 
the restaurant. Customers and sympathetic passersby continued to 
riot until police had to flee and return in larger numbers. This event 
became one of the first queer acts of militant resistance against 
police harassment and helped set a precedent for resistance against 
the police. 
Another example of community self-defense that is central to 
the development of the transgender liberation movement is the 
August 1966 riot at Compton’s Cafeteria. Many trans and queer 
people came to San Francisco’s Tenderloin district seeking social 
and medical services specifically offered for trans and queer 
people. Local businesses like Compton’s Cafeteria became popular 
gathering places for drag queens and trans folks, though they were 
not always welcome. One night, Compton’s Cafeteria’s 
management called the police to disperse and remove customers 
for allegedly loitering and hurting business. When the police 
arrived and began harassing people, fights ensued inside and 
outside the business, causing the police to retreat. The next day, 
people picketed Compton’s Cafeteria for their discriminatory 
management practices and complicity in abusive policing.17 After 
the riot, activists collaborated with Dr. Benjamin, the Erickson 
Educational Foundation, religious ministers, and others to create a 
network for trans people that provided them with social, medical, 
and vocational services. Some of the opportunities included “city-
funded health clinics that provided hormones and federally-funded 
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work training programs,” which were intended to help sex workers 
(a disproportionate amount of whom were trans) “learn job skills to 
get off the streets.”18 The events at Cooper’s Donuts and 
Compton’s Cafeteria, made possible by growing communities of 
queer people, set examples for militant resistance to discrimination 
and persecution. Furthermore, these events helped to establish 
safer communities for queer people where they had a degree of 
collective bargaining power and greater freedom to be themselves. 
The two riots, the publicity of Christine Jorgensen, the 
development of inclusive correspondence networks, and 
publications like Transvestia brought trans people into larger 
community networks where they could share personal experiences 
and develop a discourse that attempted to capture their lives and 
identities. New language created by queer people empowered them 
to better understand themselves and allowed nascent communities 
to speak up about who they were and what they needed. By 
creating and utilizing these new platforms and language, LGBTQ+ 
communities shared medical aid, financial aid, knowledge, and 
mutual validation, helping them grow powerful enough to begin 
fighting back against societal and state forces that violently 
oppressed them. 
 
Stonewall and Its Consequences into the 1970s 
As a result of more centralized queer communities and the 
events at Cooper’s Donuts and Compton’s Cafeteria, the late 1960s 
and early 1970s witnessed more militant and collective actions in 
response to police violence. The Stonewall Riots of 1969, one of 
the most well-known and largest collective acts of queer militant 
resistance, encapsulated this development in queer community 
organizing. The Stonewall Riots also inspired the creation of new 
gay and transgender liberation organizations, which would fuel the 
gay and transgender liberation movements throughout and beyond 
the 1970s. 
 
18 Stryker, “Transgender Activism,” 2. 
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The Stonewall Inn was a mafia-run gay bar in New York that 
drew racially diverse queer patrons. It was routinely raided by the 
police, but mafia bribes limited the raids to when the bar was not 
busy. One night, the police began arresting customers, resulting in 
people taunting the police and protesting the arrests. Some folks 
resisted arrest while others threw rocks and bottles at the police, 
resulting in a full-fledged riot involving patrons, police, passersby, 
and neighbors. The police became overwhelmed and locked 
themselves inside the bar while the crowd outside tried to remove 
them. The arrival of the Tactical Patrol Force compounded the 
anger of the crowd, which escalated the fighting and violence.19 
The conflict continued for multiple nights, showing the rest of the 
nation that queer people were no longer submitting to social and 
systemic mistreatment. The police officer who led the raid on the 
Stonewall Inn said: “For those of us in public morals, things were 
completely changed…Suddenly [LGBTQ+ people] were not 
submissive anymore.”20 Previously, broader society saw queer 
people as weak and yielding to harassment and violence. However, 
growing communities and collective acts of resistance taught 
American society that queer people were no longer hiding nor 
quietly accepting oppression. This realization also changed 
dynamics within various LGBTQ+ communities as people grew 
increasingly proud and open about their identities and experiences. 
Stonewall participants, some of whom were also involved in 
the women’s movement, civil rights movement, and anti-Vietnam 
War movement, began creating formal organizations to fight for 
LGBTQ+ rights. Within just a month of the Stonewall riots, 
numerous activist organizations were founded, including the Gay 
Liberation Front (GLF) and the Gay Activists Alliance (GAA).21 
These organizations served primarily to unite gay activists to 
conduct marches, protest against attacks, and provide support to 
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queer youths, as well as queer people experiencing homelessness 
and incarceration. However, some of these activist organizations 
were not always welcoming of trans people—so, trans folks began 
forming their own organizations. 
To counteract their exclusion from gay/lesbian activist 
groups, trans and GNC activists formed organizations like the 
Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries (STAR), Transvestite 
and Transsexual Activist Organization (TAO), and the Queens’ 
Liberation Front (QLF). Many of these organizations were 
established by important figures like Sylvia Rivera, Marsha P. 
Johnson, and Angela K. Douglas, all of whom were active in other 
social and political movements. Rivera, a Puerto Rican trans 
woman and Stonewall Riots participant who was shunned from the 
GLF and GAA, and Johnson, an African American trans woman 
and fellow Stonewall Riots participant, formed STAR in 1970 to 
take care of dispossessed queer youth in Manhattan.22 At STAR, 
Rivera and Johnson earned money through sex work while their 
“children” (i.e., STAR members) searched for food. STAR not 
only advocated for legal protections for gay and trans individuals, 
but it was also key in providing housing and personal care for 
unhoused queer youth. Rivera and Johnson acquired an apartment 
to create STAR House (similar to drag culture’s houses or 
families) as a way of sheltering its members.23 Although STAR 
only lasted for about three years, it inspired many similar projects 
in the following decades, contributing to the strength of the 
transgender liberation movement.24 
Angela K. Douglas, a trans woman and Los Angeles-based 
activist, was involved in the GLF but left due to transphobia within 
the organization.25 In 1970 she formed TAO, which was “the first 
 
22 Jessi Gan, “‘Still at the Back of the Bus’: Sylvia Rivera's Struggle,” Centro Journal 19, 
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truly international grassroots transgender community organization, 
with a worldwide mailing list.” Through TAO, Douglas distributed 
issues of the Moonshadow and Mirage newsletters, which 
published collections of various art, political writings, and activist 
news.26 TAO also conducted teach-ins with the Transvestite and 
Transsexual Social Organization (TSO) where members “spoke 
with hundreds of…students about transvestism and 
transsexualism.”27 According to an article Douglas wrote in a 1970 
issue of Transvestia, “TAO is basically designed for practicing, 
experienced tvs [transvestites] and transsexuals to eliminate much 
unnecessary discussion with people not so experienced. TSO is 
designed to help bring closet tvs out into the sunlight and to 
provide information about transvestism and transsexualism.”28 
Both STAR and TAO actively enabled transgender and GNC 
people’s ability to fight for their rights and educate people within 
and outside their communities. This style of outward-reaching 
community building helped increase allyship, further strengthening 
the trans and GNC liberation movement. 
The QLF and Fantasia Fair were two more critical 
organizations that emerged from the early post-Stonewall era. The 
QLF was formed in 1970 by heterosexual cross-dresser Bunny 
Eisenhower and drag queen Lee Brewster in response to the 
erasure of drag and transgender people from the queer liberation 
narrative, particularly at the Christopher Street annual liberation 
march to commemorate and celebrate the Stonewall Riots. The 
QLF published a political magazine called Drag Queen that 
covered transgender topics in the United States and served as an 
informative newsletter.29 It also lobbied for trans and GNC rights 
and protections, as well as worked with STAR and the GAA.  
 
26 Stryker, Transgender History, 112. 
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Fantasia Fair started in 1975 as a socializing and community 
building opportunity for cross-dressers, though it later grew to 
include a larger array of folks with diverse gender and sexual 
identities.30 A 1977 ad for the Fair encouraged attendance by 
reminding readers, “The closet is a dark lonely miserable place to 
hide…Won’t you come out and join us?”31 This ad described what 
Fantasia Fair served as for many people: a safe place to be oneself 
and experience community. Inspired by Fantasia Fair’s success, 
new ideas for similar gatherings were created that were tailored to 
communities’ specific needs like communication workshops and 
events where people learned methods for transitioning, how to 
dress femme, and how to apply makeup.32 The creation of QLF 
and Fantasia Fair allowed stronger coalitions to form between drag 
queens, cross-dressers, transgender people, and transsexual people 
amidst their erasure from mainstream gay and lesbian liberation 
movements. These cross-community linkages forged in the early 
1970s continued to strengthen trans and GNC communities and 
promoted solidarity among people of different identities, which 
proved difficult to replicate in the decade to come.  
The gradual “coming out” of trans/GNC communities—
Jorgensen’s public transition, Transvestia, early organizations like 
the Hose and Heels Club, and pre-Stonewall militant resistance—
gave way to the creation of new transgender/GNC organizations 
like STAR, TAO, QLF, and Fantasia Fair. As these organizations 
materialized, they enhanced their ability to achieve their socio-
political goals and increase their public visibility. Furthermore, 
they continued the trend of community growth inspired by the riots 
at Cooper’s Donuts, Compton’s Cafeteria, and the Stonewall Inn, 
while also developing platforms from which activists demanded 
changes to civil and medical treatment. Within this development, it 
is important to recognize the impact of the Stonewall Riots because 
 
30 Beemyn, “Transgender History,” 28. 
31 “Fantasia Fair Ltd,” Digital Reporter 6, no. 24 (1977): 8.  
32 Betty Ann Lind, “Some Thoughts on Dream, Fantasia Fair, and Other Events,” 
Phoenix 1, no. 1 (1981): 11–3.  
56
Historical Perspectives: Santa Clara University Undergraduate Journal of History, Series II, Vol. 25 [2020], Art. 1
https://scholarcommons.scu.edu/historical-perspectives/vol25/iss1/1
47 
they inspired a nationwide proliferation of queer organizations that 
worked to liberate their members from state and societal 
oppression through varying degrees of militant and legal action. 
Despite the significant movement towards trans liberation 
through the 1960s and early 1970s, the road ahead proved difficult 
because of the growing divide between the trans/GNC and 
gay/lesbian liberation movements and attacks from trans-
exclusionary radical feminists during the late 1970s and throughout 
the 1980s. 
 
Backlash Against the Trans and GNC Liberation Movement 
During the 1970s, the rifts expanded between the transgender 
and gay liberation movements. Some trans and GNC people were 
excluded from the gay liberation movement because they were 
viewed as inimical toward gay men’s and lesbians’ social 
acceptance. Trans and GNC exclusion can also be linked to racism 
and classism since many of the members of the GAA were middle-
class white gay men, and many trans and GNC people were people 
of lower incomes, people of color, or both.33 Another reason for 
the rift between the two movements was the belief that trans 
women were predatory men pretending to be women and therefore 
stealing benefits from “real” (i.e., cis) women. According to Genny 
Beemyn, “one area of agreement between the two groups [lesbian 
and gay activist organizations] was their rejection of transgender 
people.”34 The 1950s and 1960s saw transgender and gay politics 
often intersecting and collaborating with each other. Yet the 1970s 
“represented a watershed moment…when the transgender political 
movement lost its alliances with gay and feminist communities in 
ways that did not begin to be repaired until the early 1990s and 
that, in many ways, have yet to be fully overcome.”35 Due to this 
fractionalization, much of the 1970s was especially difficult for 
transgender activism. 
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A root cause behind trans exclusion from the mainstream gay 
liberation movement was the difference in people’s ability to 
conform to the gender binary. While many cisgender gay men and 
lesbians lived within society’s expectation of gender expression 
and gender presentation, the often highly visible nature of 
transgender people transitioning or GNC people cross-dressing 
made it difficult for them to be viewed as acceptable in mainstream 
society. Simply put, gender normative cis gay men and lesbians 
could pass while some trans and GNC people could not, making 
them more susceptible to discrimination. During the early 1970s, 
great emphasis was placed on remaining within one’s prescribed 
gender role, evident in the popularity of the masculine “castro 
clone” look in gay culture.36 Due to the emphasis on maintaining a 
“cis look,” many gay liberation activists viewed transgender and 
GNC people as detrimental to gay liberations’ appeal to 
mainstream society.37 By reinforcing heterosexual and cisgender 
norms, gay liberationists alienated trans and GNC folks and 
minimized LGBTQ+ people’s ability to socialize, organize, and 
mobilize as a unified community. 
In addition to the issues regarding gender norms, 
“homosexuality was removed from the DSM [Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders] in 1973,” which meant 
that homosexuality was no longer considered a mental illness.38 
While a great victory for the gay liberation movement, transgender 
people did not experience similar success. The DSM pathologized 
trans people by including Gender Identity Disorder as a mental 
illness, which further stigmatized trans people and increased 
restrictions on who could receive medical treatments like hormone 
therapy and gender-affirming surgeries.39 The gay liberation 
movement’s increased social acceptance widened the gap between 
the transgender/GNC and gay liberation movements. As a result of 
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the disparities in acceptance, the rifts between these two 
communities continued to grow throughout the 1970s. 
The transgender liberation movement also faced backlash 
from many second-wave feminists and lesbian feminists. Many 
feminists, conservative and liberal, claimed people who 
transitioned reinforced oppressive gender roles. Many trans women 
were also viewed as “male infiltrators” and even rapists. Beth 
Elliot, a trans lesbian, was repeatedly harassed and kicked out of 
feminist conferences for being trans and thus deemed unwelcome 
in women’s spaces.40 Many trans men and butch lesbians were also 
criticized by radical feminists for supposedly “mimicking 
heterosexuality” and attempting to escape female gender 
oppression.41 In 1979, Janice Raymond’s The Transsexual Empire: 
The Making of the She-Male accused trans women of being rapists 
and even attempted to tie transsexuality to Nazism. This text 
influenced many feminists to see trans people as enemies of 
women’s liberation and caused many gender clinics to increase 
restrictions on prospective patients or to simply shut down.42 As a 
result of feminist circles’ animosity toward and unjust stereotyping 
of transgender and GNC people, the transgender/GNC liberation 
movement received little help from the second-wave feminist 
movement and was further weakened and isolated by their attacks. 
The gradual erasure of transgender people from Stonewall, 
discriminatory gay/lesbian organizations, and the demonization of 
trans identities deeply hurt the trans/GNC liberation movement, 
forcing trans and GNC activists of the 1970s to primarily rely on 
their own communities. However, despite being cut off from 
potential allies like the gay liberation movement and second-wave 
feminism, the transgender liberation movement was able to still 
operate thanks to the momentum of the community organizing and 
collective action of the 1960s and 1970s. 
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The Modern-Day Legacy of the 1960s and 1970s Movement 
The transgender and GNC liberation movement of the 1960s 
and 1970s informed future activists’ abilities to garner support and 
mainstream attention for trans/GNC issues. It is important 
however, to note that, due to the difficulties of the 1970s and 
1980s, many organizations were limited to local grassroots funding 
and support. Despite this limitation, the widespread availability of 
the Internet in the 1990s enabled previously scattered communities 
to easily organize, share information, and maintain a public and 
accessible platform, which ultimately aided the formation of a 
more cohesive national transgender movement.43 By combining 
foundational transgender and GNC communities with the 
connectivity of the Internet, the trans and GNC liberation 
movement experienced a drastic boost in power and opportunity. 
This boost involved the genesis of new lobbying and rights 
organizations, better public representation, and the development of 
queer theory at academic conferences. 
Many organizations benefited from the Internet because it 
became easier to access information about different activist groups, 
events, and communities. Organizations like Queer Nation and 
Transgender Nation came to prominence during the late 1980s and 
1990s as they worked to challenge lesbian, gay, and bisexual 
communities to be more inclusive of transgender people, illustrated 
by adding the “T” in LGBT and LGBT+.44 The American 
Educational Gender Information Service (AEGIS), later renamed 
Gender Education Association (GEA), formed in 1992 to provide 
online educational resources and to fight against the pathologizing 
of trans people.45 A powerful national-level organization called the 
Gender Public Advocacy Coalition (GenderPAC) was founded to 
lobby for transgender rights in Washington.46 During this time, 
intersex people also spoke out and developed an intersex political 
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movement alongside the transgender movement. One famous 
intersex organization is the Intersex Society of North America 
(ISNA), which worked to reform the ways intersex people are 
treated by the medical community.47 Transgender Nation, GEA, 
Gender PAC, and ISNA are only some of the many influential 
transgender and intersex rights organizations that emerged from 
the foundations, communities, and precedents developed in the 
1960s and 1970s. 
In addition to new organizations, the transgender movement 
gained broader public support after the 1980s AIDS crisis, which 
disproportionately affected queer communities, particularly queer 
communities of color. The effects of the AIDS epidemic on 
multiple communities “required gay liberation politics and feminist 
public health activism to take transgender issues far more seriously 
that they had in the past.”48 These shifts promoted trans-inclusive 
AIDS activism, more inclusive medical services, better public 
representation of trans people and, more broadly, a revival in trans 
activism.49 
Another reason the transgender movement was taken more 
seriously by queer communities and the wider public was the 
emergence of scholarly work and academic departments dedicated 
to transgender studies. In 1994, the Queer Studies Conference—
one of the first gatherings of transgender scholars—was held. In 
1995, the First International Conference on Cross-Dressing, Sex, 
and Gender was held, “which brought the new wave of transgender 
scholarship into face-to-face engagement with old-school 
researchers.”50 These first conferences and their participants 
pioneered the interdisciplinary field of transgender studies at 
numerous universities and research institutions so that future 
scholars could develop, research, and discuss what would 
eventually be known as “queer theory.” In addition to 
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developments in gender theory, many queer historians began 
researching trans and GNC history worldwide, uncovering queer 
existence and legacies that extended thousands of years. This vital 
research helped establish queer presence on an international level 
and proved that queer identities were not just a product of modern 
civilization. Overall, the contribution of queer theorists and 
historians contributed to the trans and GNC communities by 
documenting and establishing their past, while also attempting to 
understand and tie together the many multifaceted identities 
throughout the world. 
Thanks to the organizational, social, and academic 
development during the late 1980s and the 1990s, there were many 
tangible victories for trans and GNC rights. Successful legal 
activism made it easier to update one’s legal identity papers in 
places like Colorado, California, Iowa, Virginia, and the District of 
Columbia. Anti-discrimination protections for transgender people 
were also implemented in municipalities such as Minneapolis and 
Seattle.51 In addition to numerous legal battles (many of which 
ended in victories), Gender Identity Disorder was officially 
removed from the latest version of the DSM in 2013, which 
witnessed the depathologizing of transgender identities and a 
growing de-stigmatization of transgender people.52 
Without the organizing, community building, and grassroots 
activism of transgender and GNC people of the 1960s and 1970s, 
there would not be such a strong foundation for the activism of the 
1980s and 1990s. While the 1990s yielded a great number of 
transgender rights victories, it was the community activism and 
discussions that took place in the 1960s and 1970s that enabled 
these victories and let the nation, and the world, know that the 
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Transgender and GNC people’s community building and 
collective actions during the 1960s and 1970s forged strong 
foundations for the success of future trans activism. From 
developing small, secretive communities in the early 1960s, to 
creating language to describe their experiences, to joining in 
collective action against police violence, transgender and GNC 
people learned they were not alone in the world. In the post-
Stonewall era, conflict developed between the transgender and gay 
liberation movement, causing the transgender and GNC movement 
to suffer from isolation. Despite this, the transgender and GNC 
community continued to support each other through support groups 
that maintained interconnectedness and educated people on 
transgender issues. This collective resilience, well-characterized by 
leaders like Sylvia Rivera, Marsha P. Johnson, and Angela K. 
Douglas, allowed the transgender and GNC community to make it 
through the politically contentious 1970s and 1980s before 
experiencing a resurgence of transgender activism in the 1990s. 
Based on the community-built movement of earlier decades, the 
1990s transgender movement experienced numerous legal 
successes, academic developments, and cultural growth. 
In the twenty-first century, the trans liberation movement has 
received much more mainstream support, both inside and outside 
of the LGBTQ+ community, though people are still fighting for all 
transgender and GNC people’s rights to openly live as themselves. 
Under the Obama administration, numerous advances benefitted 
the transgender community, including different requirements for 
updating identity documents, anti-discrimination regulations for 
federal employment, and the ability for trans people to serve 
openly in the military.53 Unfortunately, the Trump administration 
reversed this ruling, effectively barring openly trans people from 
joining the military.54 Additionally, many trans and GNC people 
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still face violent attacks, discrimination, and demonization. These 
injustices endanger many trans and GNC folks, especially trans 
women of color. 
Current research from the UCLA School of Law’s Williams 
Institute estimates about half of one percent of the US adult 
population is transgender. This is about 1.5 million adults. An 
estimate from 2016 states that about 1.7 percent of youth are 
transgender or GNC.55 In a 2015 survey of 27,715 people, about 
forty percent of the respondents who are out to their families 
endured rejection and about thirty-nine percent had attempted 
suicide. This rate is about ten times the rate of the general 
population.56 Many of these numbers are so high because of how 
families and society treat these individuals. Relatedly, trans people 
are also at higher risks for experiencing homelessness, violence, 
and incarceration.57 These statistics are increased when considering 
trans people of color and trans people with lower incomes. 
The trans liberation movement of the 1960s and 1970s provided a 
strong foundation for future organizing, and its legacy can teach us 
quite a lot about how to organize in today’s conditions. Today, 
trans and GNC communities still share educational resources, 
medical resources, and provide one another safer spaces to be 
themselves. Legal and queer rights organizations also lobby for 
transgender legal protections in the workplace, medical fields, and 
at home. Despite the movements towards trans liberation over the 
decades, there is still much to be done to achieve justice for 
transgender and GNC people everywhere and effectively honor 
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Prostitution is not new to America; it has not only existed for 
centuries but has been the focus of both the government and the 
public. Different periods of American history witnessed varying 
responses and attitudes towards prostitution and prostitutes. 
Political climate, religious movements, and social norms 
influenced how Americans perceived prostitution. Social groups 
played important roles in presenting prostitution to the public as a 
social problem or an evil. Geographical location determined the 
regularity of prostitution; large cities saw more prostitution than 
rural areas, influencing what residents of these locations thought 
about prostitution. Social movements such as the Progressive Era 
and feminism also impacted prostitution by encouraging the public 
to think critically about prostitution. While all of these factors are 
important when considering changing attitudes towards 
prostitution, one event in American history marked a significant 
shift in both the public perception of prostitution and the role of the 
government in regulating prostitution: the Civil War. Ultimately, 
the Civil War dramatically changed the culture of prostitution, 
increasing both the demand for prostitutes and the need for 
regulation, and these effects continued after the war ended. 
During the early 1800s, the public largely viewed prostitution 
as an evil in society and saw prostitutes as morally corrupt. People 
were concerned with the lack of morality involved in prostitution 
and used moral reasons like religion and modesty to oppose the 
subject. The public was specifically concerned with the immorality 
of prostitutes rather than the men who visited prostitutes. In 1843, 
the American physician Dr. Deslandes stated that a young girl was 
diagnosed with nymphomania after turning to prostitution out of 
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lust.1 He linked prostitution to sexual perversion, suggesting that 
women become prostitutes because they have sexual desires. 
Additionally, these desires were expressed as abnormal and 
corrupt, adding to the perception of prostitutes as immoral. 
Similarly, a book on sexual diseases written in 1854 blamed a 
prostitute’s venereal disease and resultant death on her prostituting 
to “satisfy her desires,” implying that prostitutes risked getting 
diseases through prostitution because of their own lustful actions.2 
This also suggests that people during the early and mid-1800s 
believed that women chose to prostitute themselves purely out of 
sexual desire, and that disease was a risk prostitutes willingly 
accepted in exchange for the satisfaction of their supposed lust.  
The public also believed that women who became prostitutes 
were innately corrupt. A marriage guide written in 1850 explained 
that menstruation occurs earlier in societies with a “depraved state 
of morals” such as cities with juvenile prostitution.3 This 
explanation linking biology to morals suggests that prostitutes are 
biologically different than other women, implying that prostitutes 
themselves are inherently immoral. In 1860, a medical and 
marriage guide also expressed the idea that no virtuous woman 
would decide to become a prostitute, so every prostitute was 
predestined to become one.4 This view, combined with the idea 
that prostitutes were corrupt, produced an image that prostitutes 
were abnormal members of society who engaged in immoral 
practices. 
 
1 L. Deslandes, Manhood, the causes of its premature decline, with directions for its 
perfect restoration: addressed to those suffering from the destructive effects of excessive 
indulgence, solitary habits, &c (Boston, MA: Otis, Broaders, 1843), 76–7.  
2 R.T. Trall, Sexual diseases, their causes, prevention and cure on physiological 
principles: embracing: Home treatment for sexual abuses (New York, NY: Fowlers & 
Wells, 1854), 227.  
3 Frederick Hollick, The marriage guide: or, Natural history of generation (N.d.: T. W. 
Strong, c 1850), 103.  
4 Martin Larmont, Medical adviser and marriage guide, representing all the diseases of 
the genital organs of the male and female (New York, NY: The author, 1860), 338.  
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As a result, prostitutes were criminalized in the early 
American republic through the antebellum period. Even medical 
books blamed prostitution as the reason why women swore, lied, 
cheated, drank, robbed, and murdered.5 This explains why the 
American public criminalized prostitution, because sex work was 
presented as the root of gruesome crimes such as murder. A guide 
to marriage published in 1858 accused prostitutes of being the 
reason why men chose to cheat on their wives during the time. 
According to the guide, prostitutes “depriv[ed] many virtuous 
women” of husbands and marriage “by attracting several young 
men to [themselves],” consequently portraying female sex workers 
as selfish and intentionally cruel.6 This frames the act of 
prostitution as a crime because it involves the theft of men.  
The extent of the criminalization of prostitutes was 
exemplified by a court case in 1836. A well-known prostitute by 
the name of Helen Jewett was axed to death by a young man of 
good social standing. During the trial, despite significant evidence, 
both the jury and the judge sympathized with the accused young 
man even though he did not testify himself. The judge cleared him 
and the jury voted that he was not guilty, a sentence that was 
favorable with the crowd. This case demonstrates the extent to 
which the public criminalized prostitutes, because no one on record 
expressed sympathy for the girl who was murdered, and the public 
was happy that a man who killed a prostitute walked free. At this 
time, Americans did not value prostitutes as much as other 
members of society due to the nature of sex workers’ occupation, 
seeing them as criminals. Men who engaged with prostitutes were 
not seen as part of the problem but rather as victims of the 
seduction of prostitutes.7 
 
5 Trall, Sexual Diseases, 335. 
6 William Earl, The illustrated silent friend: being a complete guide to health, marriage 
and happiness embracing subjects never before scientifically discussed, such as (New 
York, NY: Published by the Author, 1858), 42.  
7 Nancy F. Cott, History of Women in the United States (Munich, Germany, New York, 
NY: K.G. Saur, 2011), 234.  
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Many groups also saw prostitution as a threat to the 
innocence of society. A book on entertainment published in 1857 
called for people to engage in healthier forms of recreation other 
than brothels.8 These groups believed that prostitution was the root 
cause of the negative elements of society in general. In 1858, a 
book denouncing abortion stated that “prostitution is the worst 
bane that civilized communities is cursed with” because it led to 
abortions.9 During this time period, the public saw prostitution as a 
gateway to other forms of “unacceptable” behavior, blaming 
prostitutes for the existence of debauchery in society. Sexual 
norms at this time dictated that prostitution was outside the range 
of accepted sexual practices, especially because it was correlated to 
other sexual deviations. This made prostitution unacceptable in the 
eyes of those concerned with the morality of society.  
Despite mass disproval of prostitution in the first half of the 
nineteenth century, no real societal reform occurred, and the 
government never explicitly involved itself in prostitution. As late 
as 1843, books published about the state of humanity urged the law 
to not legally permit prostitution.10 This demonstrates that in 1843, 
the government was not involved in the regulation of prostitution. 
While prostitutes were sometimes jailed for soliciting or general 
debauchery, prostitution itself did not have specific laws or 
regulations before the Civil War. Prostitutes were not required to 
have licenses to work, and prostitution was not limited to certain 
areas of cities. This lack of regulation suggests that, while people 
saw prostitution as a problem, they did not think it was a big 
enough issue to warrant developing solutions or reform plans to 
combat it.  
This lack of regulation changed with the beginning of the 
Civil War in 1861 as large numbers of soldiers congregated in 
 
8 Frederick William Sawyer, Life made happy: or, Innocent amusements (Boston, MA: 
Higgins, Bradley, and Dayton, 1857), 296. 
9 Henry Clarke Wright, The unwelcome child; or, the crime of an undesigned and 
undesired maternity (Boston, MA: B. Marsh, 1858), 110. 
10 Deslandes, Manhood, the causes of its premature decline, 228. 
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major cities. This influx of men led to an increase in prostitution, 
as women sought to make money from soldiers from both the 
Union and Confederate armies. Prostitution became common 
among troops, and prostitutes were abundant in cities occupied by 
soldiers. In 1861, Union Lieutenant Josiah M. Favill wrote in his 
diary that in the city of Alexandria, “almost every house [was 
filled] with prostitutes,” demonstrating the prevalence of 
prostitution during the war.11 In July of 1863, the Star ran an 
article about a Union soldier being unable to retrieve a watch he 
had left at a brothel in Pennsylvania.12 The point of this article was 
to expose a house of prostitution for committing theft, not to focus 
on the fact that a soldier visited a prostitute, highlighting how often 
soldiers saw prostitutes during the war. An article published in the 
Memphis Daily Bulletin on April 30, 1863 stated that “women of 
ill fame…consort with civil and military officers in broad 
daylight,” once again demonstrating that soldiers’ involvement 
with prostitutes was commonplace.13 Personal accounts also 
support the prevalence of prostitution during the Civil War. 
Samuel Cormany, a Union soldier, expressed throughout his diary 
during the war that he longed to be a “better man,” and upon 
returning home to his wife, he confessed to her that he had sexual 
relations with prostitutes during the war.14 Prostitution became a 
part of the Civil War, and the fact that soldiers engaged with 
prostitutes was widely accepted.  
Soldiers’ infatuation with prostitutes did not go unnoticed by 
army generals, with some viewing prostitution as a distraction and 
worrying about the immorality of their soldiers. Union General 
Joseph Hooker, worried about his mischievous soldiers, attempted 
 
11 Josiah Marshall Favill, The Diary of a Young Officer: Serving with the Armies of the 
United States during the War of the Rebellion (Chicago, IL: R.R. Donnelly & Sons 
Company, 1909), 65. 
12 Thomas P. Lowry, The story the soldiers wouldn’t tell: sex in the Civil War 
(Mechanicsburg, PA: Stackpole Books, 1994), 67.  
13 Ibid., 84.  
14 James C. Mohr and Richard Elliott Winslow, The Cormany diaries:A Northern family 
in the Civil War (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1982), 581. 
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to aid police in Pennsylvania in herding prostitutes to one area of 
the city so that they could not engage with as many soldiers.15 The 
fact that a general spent his time and energy working to fight 
prostitution demonstrates just how serious of a problem 
prostitution was amongst troops. There were other attempts to 
remove prostitutes from cities occupied by soldiers. On July 8, 
1863, the Nashville Dispatch reported that Union General Granger 
stated that because prostitutes were “demoralizing the army,” their 
removal from Nashville was a “military necessity” and they were 
to be sent north on steamboats.16 Not only does this removal 
attempt demonstrate that generals wanted prostitution to decrease 
for the benefit of the army, but it gives an idea of how prostitutes 
were treated during the beginning of the Civil War. Women were 
rounded up and forced to relocate, suggesting that prostitutes were 
not viewed as people with their own rights, but rather as property 
of the state. This removal attempt failed, however, because the city 
in which the prostitutes were sent did not want to receive a large 
number of prostitutes and promptly sent them back to Nashville.17 
Prostitution was proving to be an immovable problem amongst 
troops; as long as major cities were occupied by soldiers, 
prostitution in these cities was not going anywhere. 
 While loose morals and a lack of soldier focus accompanied 
prostitution, soon something more sinister threatened the troops: 
venereal disease. Generals began to worry as their soldiers 
contracted diseases in mass numbers. Specific to the Union army, 
78,382 white soldiers contracted and were diagnosed with syphilis 
during the Civil War and more than 100,000 soldiers became 
infected with gonorrhea.18 Sexual disease presented a larger 
problem than the temporary illness and discomfort of soldiers. 
Those soldiers who did contract venereal diseases were often 
unable to perform the physical duties required of them during the 
 
15 Lowry, The story the soldiers wouldn’t tell, 64.  
16 Ibid., 89. 
17 Ibid., 90.  
18 Ibid., 83.  
71
et al.: Full Issue
Published by Scholar Commons, 2020
      62 
war. In severe cases, venereal disease resulted in death. It is 
estimated that one-third of soldiers who died in veteran’s homes, 
both Union and Confederate, died of venereal disease.19 A total of 
224,586 Union soldiers and 164,000 Confederate soldiers died of 
disease during the Civil War, including venereal disease.20 
Venereal disease posed a threat to both the health of soldiers and 
the strength of both armies. During the middle of a domestic war, 
people feared for the future of the United States government, and 
the issue of diseased soldiers did nothing to help ease public 
distress. Without healthy soldiers, both Union and Confederate 
troops were at risk of being weakened before even fighting any 
battles.  
Fearing the effect on their armies, generals—as well as each 
army’s respective government—focused on the problem of 
inadequate healthcare more than they had before. In the early years 
of the war, army hospitals were located in various vacated 
buildings such as hotels, houses, and warehouses, featuring poor 
sanitation.21 However, by 1863, the United States Army Medical 
Corps had developed 151 hospitals with 58,716 beds total, with 
basic sanitation levels. The Union army, having more government 
support and money to spend on healthcare reform, created specific 
hospitals for various injuries. In 1864, General Ulysses S. Grant 
approved of a hospital featuring 10,000 beds with 18 trains running 
from the hospital to Petersburg. The Confederate army also built 
new hospitals, but it did not develop a large hospital network that 
served the army as a whole the way that the Union army did.22 
These reforms were revolutionary because they led to the first 
expansive healthcare system and greatly improved healthcare 
options for diseased soldiers.  
 
19 Ibid., 108. 
20 James R. Arnold, Health Under Fire: Medical Care During America's Wars (Santa 
Barbara, CA: Greenwood, 2014), 59.  
21 Ibid., 61.  
22 Ibid., 62.  
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While the improvement of hospitals was important in 
maintaining the health of soldiers in both armies, no one could 
ignore the root of the problem of venereal disease: prostitution. 
While having already tried and failed to remove prostitutes from 
cities, both Union and Confederate governments turned their 
attention to the health aspects of prostitution. Morals took a 
backseat to the life-threatening effects of venereal diseases caused 
by prostitution, and the eradication of prostitution was no longer 
the focus of generals’ efforts. This suggests that the public 
accepted prostitutes more during the Civil War than before because 
it was acknowledged that soldiers were regularly visiting 
prostitutes. Since generals became less concerned with the 
morality of their troops in favor of their health, the morality of 
prostitutes themselves decreased in importance to the public. If 
prostitutes were to remain in cities interacting with soldiers, the 
only thing that generals could do was try to make prostitution as 
safe as possible for soldiers in order to spare them the contraction 
of venereal diseases. As with the improvement of hospitals and 
healthcare in general, Union armies had more assistance and a 
larger budget from their government for reform. One particular 
city, Nashville, Tennessee, saw the largest quantity of government 
involvement in the intersection of prostitution and healthcare.  
In 1863, Provost Marshal Spalding established a four-part 
plan to combat venereal disease in Union-occupied Nashville. For 
the first time, prostitutes were given licenses and their addresses 
were recorded by government officials, serving as the first 
registration of prostitutes. Secondly, prostitutes were subject to 
weekly medical examinations by surgeons. Those that were 
healthy were given a health certificate while those with diseases 
were sent to a hospital. The third part of Spalding’s plan involved 
the establishment of a hospital specifically for prostitutes. 
Prostitutes had to pay 50 cents weekly to maintain this hospital. 
The creation of a healthcare tax transformed the framework of 
prostitution by equating it to a business. Since prostitutes were 
paying taxes, prostitution resembled an equal business transaction 
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rather than random women “seducing” men like some critics had 
argued before the Civil War. Lastly, any prostitute found   working 










This reform policy demonstrates that the government became 
more involved in prostitution during the Civil War because there 
were now standards and legal requirements that prostitutes had to 
comply with in order to avoid consequences. Additionally, by 
requiring that prostitutes pass weekly medical examinations, the 
army improved the treatment of prostitutes medically and socially. 
Prostitutes now had access to healthcare, and the public, soldiers 
especially, saw prostitutes as less dirty because they knew that due 
to these reforms, any licensed prostitute in Nashville did not have 
any venereal disease. However, while prostitutes received better 
 
23 James Boyd Jones, Jr., A Tale of Two Cities: The Hidden Battle Against Venereal 
Disease in Civil War Nashville and Memphis (Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 
1985), 273.  
Figure A license in Nashville, 
Tennessee permitting prostitutes to 
work. P Lowry, “The Army’s 
Licensed Prostitutes,” in Civil War 
Times Illustrated, vol. 41 (2002). 
A certificate declaring a prostitute 
cleared of a medical examination in 
Nashville, Tennessee. Figure 1T.P 
Lowry, “The Army’s Licensed 
Prostitutes,” in Civil War Times 
Illustrated, vol. 41 (2002). 
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healthcare than before, the motivation for this treatment was not to 
protect the women but rather to prevent soldiers from falling ill. 
Prostitutes still faced a lack of autonomy during the Civil War as a 
result of the Nashville reform plan. Regardless of any benefits 
prostitutes gained from the new policy, the women were forced to 
pay a hospital tax, register their address, and attend medical 
examinations. They did not have a choice, demonstrating that 
neither the army nor the government viewed prostitutes as 
deserving of free will.  
Memphis, also occupied by the Union in 1864, attempted to 
follow Nashville’s reform. On September 30, 1864, the city 
medical inspection department of Memphis gave a proclamation to 
the women in the city, outlining the reform plan. The proclamation 
stated that “[a]ll women of the town…must hereafter be registered 
and take out weekly certificates,” subjecting prostitutes in 
Memphis to the same regulations as prostitutes in Nashville.24 The 
reforms instituted by both Nashville and Memphis not only 
addressed the issue of prostitution on a larger scale, but involved 
the government for the first time as well.  
After the Civil War, the problem of prostitution was not 
forgotten; instead, the issue was once again scrutinized by the 
public. A book on medicine published in 1867 reported that, in the 
United States, there were one hundred thousand “harlots” and that 
over 30,000 people interacted with prostitutes nightly.25 The fact 
that research was being done on the scope of prostitution suggests 
that people viewed it as a societal problem in the second half of the 
nineteenth century. Once the war was over, people began to focus 
on the morality of prostitution again. However, in contrast to the 
pre-Civil War era, the public questioned the morals of the men 
engaging with prostitutes rather than the morality of prostitutes 
themselves. A postwar medical guide accused men of choosing to 
 
24 Lowry, The story the soldiers wouldn’t tell, 85.  
25 Edward Bliss Foote, Medical common sense: applied to the causes, prevention and 
cure of chronic diseases and unhappiness in marriage (Published by the author, 1867), 
86.  
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“carry home to their faithful wives a disease more loathsome than 
a suppurating cancer.”26 This book demonstrates a shift from 
criticizing prostitutes for infecting men to blaming men for 
contaminating their wives. By using the word “faithful” to describe 
the wives of men engaging with prostitutes, the guide suggests that 
the men are corrupt and that the only victims in the situation are 
the blameless wives.  
Following the Civil War, groups began to question why 
women became prostitutes instead of simply assuming that 
prostitutes were innately corrupt or immoral. For the first time, the 
public considered social factors; people began to blame poverty as 
a motivating factor for women to turn to prostitution. In 1866, a 
book on the nervous system suggested that for many women who 
became prostitutes, their only options were prostitution or suicide 
due to economic needs.27 A common sense guide published in 
1867 said that because prostitution was financially rewarding, “it is 
only surprising that more do not abandon the flickering night-lamp 
and needle” for prostitution.28 This demonstrates that society 
recognized that women who needed money had few economic 
options, and it made sense why some women chose prostitution 
over the lower paying jobs available to them. It also reveals that 
working conditions for women at this time were difficult, and 
many women suffered through jobs just to get by. This explains 
why prostitution was attractive to some women: they could make 
more money in a shorter amount of time.  
Lastly, society began to develop solutions to the problem of 
prostitution near the end of the nineteenth century. One of the main 
suggestions to reduce prostitution was to increase girls’ education 
so they could have more professions available to them when they 
 
26 Ibid. 
27 Jordan and Beck, Happiness or misery? … Being four lectures on the functions and 
disorders of the nervous system and reproductive organs (New York, NY: Barton & 
Sons, 1866), 92. 
28 Foote, Medical Common Sense, 89.  
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needed money.29 Proponents of this solution argued that if girls 
were more educated, they would not need to turn to prostitution out 
of necessity. Many cities also began to require licensing for 
prostitutes, as seen in Memphis and Nashville during the Civil 
War. A book on reproduction published in 1877 stated that “the 
issuing of licenses for brothels has been practiced in several large 
cities” demonstrating the effect of the Civil War on prostitution.30 
The YMCA of New York sought to reform prostitution by 
promising to promote “purity among young men…the maintenance 
of the same standard for men and women…to treat all women with 
respect and endeavor to protect them from wrong and 
degradation,”31 demonstrating that in the second half of the 
nineteenth century, groups were responding to prostitution with 
reforms that did not criminalize prostitutes but rather viewed them 
as victims of impure men and unfortunate circumstance. Reforms 
aimed at addressing prostitution began during the Civil War but 
continued into the latter half of the nineteenth century, 
demonstrating the war’s impact on changing views of prostitution.  
Before the Civil War, the public largely believed that 
prostitutes were innately corrupt and immoral. Prostitutes were 
blamed for seducing the husbands of moral women and infecting 
them with venereal disease. They did not have many legal rights 
and were often criminalized for their work. The Civil War, 
however, was instrumental in changing the nature of prostitution. 
Even outside of the elaborate reform plans enacted in Memphis 
and Nashville, healthcare for soldiers improved overall due to the 
rise in disease created by prostitution, especially among Union 
troops. By focusing on how to make prostitution as safe as possible 
for soldiers, the government indirectly supported prostitution 
because it became more accessible to men during the war, and the 
Civil War accelerated the rate at which prostitution became the 
 
29 Ibid., 90. 
30 John Harvey Kellogg, Plain facts for old and young: embracing the natural history and 
hygiene of reproduction (Burlington, IA: I. F. Segner, 1886), 225. 
31 Ibid., 277.  
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responsibility of the government. This resulted in an increase in 
social reforms after the war aimed at combatting prostitution, such 
as programs designed to increase education for girls. There was 
also a shift after the war as the public began to view prostitutes as 
victims rather than criminals, and this changed the treatment of 
prostitutes overall. Those opposed to prostitution began to focus on 
men as the root of the problem rather than the prostitutes 
themselves. The Civil War was central in altering public 
perception of prostitutes from criminals to victims and forcing the 
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Memory is fickle, as perception of the present often distorts 
the past. It is with this memory, however, that we shape our 
identities through personal experiences along with historical 
narratives told by others about the past. In post-conflict societies, 
multiple narratives attempting to make sense of the past are often 
at odds with each other, vying for cultural dominance and official 
recognition. After the signing of treaties and the restoration of 
democracy, conflicting narratives linger until they eventually 
retrograde from the physical realm into the hearts and memories of 
everyday citizens. Multiple interpretations of the same event may 
exist, even among members of the same ethnic group, class, or 
gender. Negotiating divisions between victims, repressors, and 
intersecting identities is further complicated during the process of 
commemorating sites of genocide, because the historical narrative 
must be factual while also taking cultural and political sensitivities 
into consideration. However, given the inherently divisive nature 
of memory construction, multiple groups often vie for control of 
the official historical narrative surrounding a site of genocide as a 
means to legitimize their political power and solidify their 
preferred social mores in the wake of the conflict. Ultimately, 
internal and external power structures impact how sites of 
genocide are commemorated. The genocide sites at Auschwitz and 
Srebrenica exemplify how varying levels of international, national, 
and local support determine which narratives are emphasized or 
omitted.  
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 In 1947, the Polish communist government, under the 
influence of the Soviet Union, established an official Holocaust 
museum at Auschwitz at the behest of the Jewish community. 
While the Jewish Holocaust was mentioned at the museum, 
Auschwitz soon became a communist propaganda tool, 
emphasizing “the Red Army’s victory over Nazi Germany rather 
than presenting the historical truth.”1 The historical truth, that the 
Red Army was a part of the Allied war effort and committed 
wartime atrocities against Poles and various ethnic and religious 
minorities, was not featured at the museum. Eventually, the 
significance of the Jewish Holocaust was diminished. Instead, 
Auschwitz became “an important symbol used in legitimating new 
geopolitical alliances…by emphasizing Nazi Germany’s crimes, 
moreover, Communists were minimizing the Soviet Union’s own 
offenses…against its own civil population or Poland’s.”2 
Controlling the historical narrative surrounding Auschwitz became 
a critical propaganda tool for the Soviet Union; they casted 
themselves as the ultimate victors and valiant saviors of Eastern 
Europe, therefore legitimizing the continued post-war Soviet 
dominion over the region.  
  Under the heavy-handed influence of the Soviets, the Polish 
communist government suppressed the wide range of religious and 
ethnic affiliations within Poland in favor of a singular, unifying 
communist identity. The memorial site at Auschwitz is one key 
example of the government’s attempt to promote communist unity. 
By suppressing the Jewish Holocaust narrative in favor of the 
 
1 Anna Sommer, “Auschwitz Today: Personal Observations and Reflections about 
Visitors to the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum and Memorial,” Dans Les Cahiers 
Irice, no. 7 (2011): 87–94. 
2 Genevieve Zubrzycki, The Crosses of Auschwitz: Nationalism and Religion in 
Communist Poland (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 104. 
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Soviet friendly and politically convenient “triumph over fascism” 
narrative, the government erased and replaced Jews’ unique 
Holocaust narratives, as well as those of other marginalized 
religious and ethnic groups. For example, a Polish communist 
propaganda publication in 1963, The Victims of Fascism, listed the 
groups interned at Auschwitz as “Americans, Austrians, Belgians, 
Britons, Bulgarians, Chinese, Croats, Czechs, Dutchmen, 
Egyptians, Frenchmen, Germans, Greeks, Gypsies, Hungarians, 
Italians, Jews, Letts, Lithuanians, Norwegians, Persians, Poles, 
Romanians, Russians (and other citizens of the Soviet Union), 
Slovaks, Spaniards, Swiss, Turks, and Yugoslavs.”3 Communist 
propaganda represented Jews as if they were just one of many 
groups pursued in the Holocaust rather than the primary target. The 
communist government also represented Poles as one of many 
victims, though Polish nationalists favored a narrative recasting 
themselves as the main victims. Although both groups were 
officially recognized as victims, Jews and Polish nationalists alike 
resented their diminished victim status, which equated their 
suffering to that of much smaller groups like the Chinese or 
Persians.  
 Auschwitz became a quasi-mythicized propaganda tool and 
focal point of pro-communist, anti-capitalist political rhetoric. 
Speaking to a crowd of thirty thousand enthusiastic civilians in 
1950, the Vice Premier of the Polish communist government, 
Antoni Korzycki, spoke of the concentration camp as “the wild 
beast representing capitalist imperialism in all its hideousness that 
revealed itself…that is why it is no accident that on this day, the 
fifth anniversary of the liberation of anti-fascist fighters around the 
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ceremony.”4 Communist politicians used the tangible remains of 
Auschwitz to promote an intangible, ideological dichotomy 
between the Soviet communist heroes and the capitalist Nazi 
villains. Auschwitz was used as a political tool to both validate the 
acclaimed merits of the new Polish government and to 
propagandize the potential dangers of rogue capitalism supposedly 
championed by the West. 
 When Polish nationalists objected to the communist 
narrative, the communist government attempted to appease them 
by validating their victim narrative by portraying “Polish Citizens” 
as martyrs and the Soviets as their valiant savior from fascism. As 
the Soviet-sympathizing Poles consolidated power within the 
Polish government, “the Jewish experience of the war became 
politicized and saw its fate landed with that of the Polish 
experience.”5 Jewish history was absorbed into the larger Polish 
history, as Auschwitz became a place that exclusively persecuted 
“Polish citizens” rather than Polish Jews. The communist 
government allowed the Polish nationalist victim narrative to exist 
at Auschwitz as long as it did not undermine the overarching 
Soviet hero narrative; however, minority groups without a 
politically useful narrative, like the Jews, were omitted from the 
historical narrative of Auschwitz. Although Soviet ideology 
explicitly rejected ties to both religious and national identities—in 
favor of promoting an overarching and globally unified communist 
identity—the Soviets leveraged the political convenience of the 
Polish nationalist narrative. On one hand, the Polish nationalist 
narrative amplified anti-German and anti-Western sentiment, two 
 
4 Jonathan Huener, Auschwitz, Poland and the Politics of Commemoration, 1945–1979, 
(Columbus, OH: Ohio University Press, 2003), 42. 
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linchpins of Soviet ideology. On the other hand, the Polish 
nationalist narrative undermined the Jewish narrative, furthering 
the Soviet stance that religious identity was dispensable and 
unimportant. 
 The influential undercurrent of Polish nationalists wanted to 
twist the historical interpretation of the Holocaust in its favor. 
These nationalists perceived both the communist government and 
ethnic minorities, like Jews, as disloyal fifth columns that 
prevented a sovereign and “ethnically pure” Polish state. Ethnic 
and political divisions increased in the decades following WWII, 
with Catholic Polish nationalists growing increasingly suspicious 
of Jews and communists. Many Jews “supported the communist 
regime because it promised equality and social mobility, that, after 
1945, they were allowed to occupy positions once prohibited.”6 A 
minority of Jews adopted Slavic surnames to fit the Soviet mold 
and to better integrate into an antisemitic Polish society while still 
privately preserving their religious identities. However, this caused 
great suspicion among Catholic Poles, who felt threatened by what 
they considered to be a Jewish elite power play through communist 
collaboration; “The result was a consolidation of two traditional 
stereotypes, the Polish-Catholic on the one hand, and the Judeo-
Communist on the other…A Polish-Catholic was now, as always, a 
defender of the fatherland, with its tradition, culture and religion, 
against the communist power imposed by the Soviets and 
exercised on their behalf by the Jews.”7 By attempting to erase 
religious identities, the Soviets and Soviet-sympathizing Poles 
stoked fears among Polish nationalists that Jews were secretly 
 
6 Carla Tonini, “The Jews in Poland after the Second World War. Most Recent 
Contributions of Polish Historiography,” Journal of Fondazione CDEC, no. 1 (2010).  
7 Aleksander Smolar, “Jews as a Polish Problem,” Daedalus 116, no. 2 (1987): 31–73. 
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plotting to destroy the “traditional” (i.e., Catholic) Polish identity. 
Auschwitz became an increasingly important site to validate the 
Polish nationalists’ martyr narrative, as opposed to the allegedly 
“unpatriotic” Jewish Holocaust narrative.  
 Antisemitic suspicion culminated with the 1968 political 
crisis in Poland. Polish nationalists scapegoated Jews for a myriad 
of political, social, and economic failures, which were actually 
products of myopic policies enacted by the communist 
government. The Polish economy stagnated, and the end of the 
Prague Spring in neighboring Czechoslovakia heightened ethno-
political tensions across the Soviet-controlled region. 
Subsequently, Polish nationalists perceived internal and 
neighboring conflicts as evidence of an impending Judeo-
communist takeover. 
 Being integrated into the communist government power 
structure provided some Jews with a sense of security against the 
Polish nationalists. However, increasing Soviet-Israeli tensions 
decreased even politically powerful Jews’ protection. In response 
to the Soviet Union’s tenuous diplomatic relations with Israel, the 
Polish communist government, essentially a puppet state of the 
USSR, launched an antisemitic propaganda campaign, which 
forced “20,000 Jews to flee the country, leading to the Jewish 
presence in Poland of 12,000 people.”8 In the wake of renewed 
Jewish persecution in Poland, “anti-Semitism, once used as a 
weapon against the ruling establishment, now serve[d] as evidence 
that the establishment ha[d] finally broken free from a foreign 
element. The government was no longer Jewish-cosmopolitan; it 
had become Polish-national.”9 Until then, Jews could participate in 
 
8 Tonini, “The Jews in Poland after the Second World War.” 
9 Smolar, “Jews as a Polish Problem,” 31–73. 
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the political system in Poland, while still remaining subservient to 
the greater will of the Soviet Union. Yet, once relations between 
Israel and the Eastern Block soured, Jews were purged from nearly 
all political institutions in communist Poland. 
 With an even smaller contingent of Jews remaining in 
Poland, the Auschwitz Museum became exclusively “dedicated to 
the commemoration of the international anti-fascist struggle and 
martyrology…the word Jew could hardly be found at all.”10 
Immediately after WWII, the communist government gave Jewish 
groups space, albeit limited, to commemorate Jewish victims of the 
Holocaust. But as the decades progressed, political, social, and 
economic factors, both internally and internationally, resulted in 
negative, inaccurate, and myopic portrayals of Jewish experiences 
of the Holocaust. On one hand, Polish nationalists depicted Jews as 
communist collaborators. On the other, rather than taking 
responsibility for its role in perpetuating political and social 
sectarianism in conjunction with pervasive economic inequality, 
the communist government scapegoated Jews as the source of the 
country’s deterioration. 
  After the 1968 Jewish political purge, Polish nationalists 
assumed the positions of power left vacant by the expelled Jewish 
population. Political and ethnic tensions both within the Polish 
communist administration and Polish society as a whole translated 
into a paralleled exclusion of the Jewish victim narrative at the 
Auschwitz Museum. Instead, Auschwitz became a battleground 
between the Polish nationalist victim narrative and communist 
“triumph over fascism” narrative. Nationalists and communists 
vied for power within the national bureaucracy and for the power 
 
10 Jan Gross, Fear: Anti-Semitism in Poland After Auschwitz (New York, NY: Random 
House Publishing, 2006), 243. 
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to shape the collective memory of the Holocaust at Auschwitz. As 
tensions exponentially increased between the two groups, both 
simultaneously sought to suppress the Jewish narrative. 
 An authoritative national government, marginalized groups’ 
limited access to positions of power, and infighting among 
nationalists and communists resulted in Auschwitz becoming a 
propaganda tool rather than a site commemorating all victims of 
the Holocaust. Although Jewish groups lobbied for a museum to be 
built at the Auschwitz genocide site, the museum was administered 
by the Polish government, meaning Jews had little control over 
their own narrative within the context of early communist 
Poland.11 The multi-level power dynamic of communist Poland led 
to the use of Auschwitz as a vehicle for propaganda that bolstered 
Polish nationalism and the Soviet communist agenda, both of 
which eclipsed the suffering of many victims and survivors. 
Ultimately, whichever group controlled the political direction of 
post-war Poland also by default controlled the historical narrative 
of the Auschwitz memorial site. 
 Identity politics in communist Poland—and the government’s 
control over the official historical narrative of Auschwitz—
exemplified how authoritarian power structures justify their rule by 
shaping the narratives of sites of genocide. Obfuscating the Jewish 
identity in relation to the Holocaust became a convenient tactic 
used by both the Polish and communist forces to advance their 
respective political and social agendas. While the communists used 
Auschwitz to legitimize their political control over the Eastern 
Block, the Polish Nationalists used the site to reaffirm their social 
and cultural dominion by casting the Holocaust as an event which 
persecuted victims for their national identity rather than religious 
 
11 Sommer, “Auschwitz Today,” 87–94. 
86
Historical Perspectives: Santa Clara University Undergraduate Journal of History, Series II, Vol. 25 [2020], Art. 1
https://scholarcommons.scu.edu/historical-perspectives/vol25/iss1/1
      77 
or ethnic affiliations. Despite representing different interests, the 
communist and Polish Nationalist narratives aligned to promote an 
overarching anti-Western and anti-fifth column narrative with 
which Jews were often associated. Both narratives were able to 
coexist in relative lockstep because they ultimately permitted both 
the Polish Nationalists and communists to pursue their respective 
interests by suppressing the political and cultural influence of 
minority groups within post-war Poland.  
In contrast, in post-genocide Bosnia, a relatively weak and 
disjointed national government passively made room for grassroots 
movements to assert their own respective historical narratives. The 
political landscape of post-war Bosnia possessed a myriad of often 
overlapping divisions and subdivisions drawn along ethnic lines. 
The geopolitically divided nature of Bosnia translated into a 
similarly fragmented collective perception of the past, because 
sites of genocide against Bosnian Muslims were often within 
Bosnian/Serbian non-Muslim lands.  
 Srebrenica, the most infamous site of genocide in Bosnia, lies 
within the ethnically Serbian administered “Republic of Sreprska,” 
meaning commemorative measures must take geopolitical, 
historical, and cultural sensitivities into consideration to avoid 
reigniting latent ethnic tensions. For example, the sprawling white 
pillar grave sites for the thousands of Bosnian male victims 
visually alludes to a typical military-style grave site set aside for 
fallen heroes of war.12 While attempting to create a somber 
memorial to the slaughtered Bosnian men, the military-style graves 
subtly give credence to the Serbian narrative that the conflict was a 
civil war (rather than a genocide), in which both sides fought on 
 
12 Lara Nettlefield, Srebrenica in the Aftermath of Genocide (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 2014), 43. 
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equal footing and those who perished died so in the “glory” of the 
battlefield—instead of defenseless in a mass slaughter.  
 Women and men suffered different fates in Srebrenica, with 
women facing sexual violence while men were summarily 
executed. Despite both groups’ experiences, only men were visibly 
commemorated. Bosnian culture, however, “associates the 
sexuality of women with the honor and dignity of the patriarchal 
family. Within this cultural framework, the violation of a daughter 
or wife is thus construed as the violation of a husband or father.”13 
Thus, any perceived injustice against a woman was considered as 
an egregious, and potentially shameful, affront against a woman’s 
entire family. For example, one Bosnian mother and survivor of 
sexual violence reported: “[W]e were raised in a patriarchal way. 
This [Srebrenica] is a small village. I believe they are ashamed to 
tell their brothers, their children.”14 Furthermore, “because the 
memory of the raped body is marked by personal, familial, and 
national degradation, memorializing this suffering and honoring 
those who survived the violence are antithetical to the project of 
nation building and ethnic pride.”15 Due to rigid gender 
expectations, the overarching narrative could not include Bosnian 
women’s experiences of sexual violence. Additionally, gender 
expectations limited Bosnian women’s participation in the 
commemorative process because they could only participate if they 
were doing so on behalf of the fallen men.  
 The social upheaval resultant from the genocide required 
Bosnian women to claim new social roles within their community. 
 
13 Janet Jacobs, “The Memorial at Srebrenica: Gender and the Social Meanings of 
Collective Memory in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” Memory Studies 10, no. 4 (2017): 423–39. 
14 Elissa Bemporad, Women and Genocide: Survivors, Victims and Perpetrators 
(Bloomington, ID: Indiana University Press, 2018), 258. 
15 Jacobs, “The Memorial at Srebrenica,” 423–39. 
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With women vastly outnumbering male survivors, women began to 
“physically attend the individual burials at the memorial 
centre…the space has also helped redefine the role of women 
among the post-war community of Srebrenica. Whereas before the 
war—before the violent rupture of the genocide—according to 
traditional Bosnian Muslim practice, women would not have been 
present in the cemetery for such events, they now take their place 
at the gravesite as mourners and attendants of the dead.”16 The 
social disruption caused by the genocide enabled Bosnian women 
to take on cultural roles that had traditionally been exclusively 
reserved for male members of the community. Although still living 
in a patriarchal society, women were empowered, albeit tragically, 
to take the commemorative process into their own hands. Thus, 
Bosnian women survivors directly participated in constructing the 
historical narrative of Srebrenica, a previously inaccessible cultural 
opportunity.  
 To participate in the commemorative process, Bosnian 
women had to operate within a framework that was palatable to 
Serbia’s cultural patriarchy. Female survivors organized the 
Mothers of Srebrenica to commemorate the fallen male members 
of their families. The group protested the unjust killings of their 
loved ones and “also conducted an extensive poll in which a vast 
majority of the respondents supported the creation of a national 
cemetery in Srebrenica where the remains of their loved ones, once 
recovered, could be buried.”17 Advocating on behalf of the fallen 
males in their community was the only means through which 
women could also advocate for themselves. With the patriarchal 
 
16 Sarah Wagner, Tabulating Loss, Entombing Memory: The Srebrenica-Potocari Centre. 
(Leiden, UK: Brill Publishing, 2010), 61–78. 
17 Jacobs, “The Memorial at Srebrenica,” 423–39. 
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Bosnian nuclear family unit, an attack on the husband translated 
into an attack on the whole family. Therefore, women sought to 
“speak on behalf of the dead, as part of their claim for legitimacy 
in shaping the future.”18 By protesting the death of their male loved 
ones, the Mothers of Srebrenica sought to memorialize the men as 
an all-encompassing symbol of the family’s suffering.  
 Even within pro-Bosnian commemorative advocacy efforts, 
women’s groups disagreed about how to properly memorialize 
suffering. While the Mothers of Srebrenica advocated for a site to 
commemorate their husbands, other groups (like the Association of 
Women Victims of War) wanted to specifically include mass 
sexual violence into the official narrative, despite potentially 
offending Bosnian social norms. The Association of Women 
Victims of War aims “to collect documents and archive materials, 
to analyze information and data on every aspect of female 
suffering during the recent war in Bosnia and Herzegovina.”19 By 
rejecting the official narrative’s omission of sexual violence, “the 
small organization stands as a kind of counter-memorial to 
Srebrenica.”20 While the official narrative still perpetuates the 
patriarchally imbedded view of female survivors as mothers 
lamenting the loss of their male family members, the existence of 
groups promoting a counter-narrative is critical to Bosnians’ 
collective memory because the groups provide an alternative 
means through which more survivors’ experiences are validated 
with greater nuance and visibility. 
 The disjointed, decentralized, and relatively weak nature of 
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multiple grassroots advocacy organizations could unify and lobby 
for their respective interests, unlike communist Poland’s more 
authoritarian and centralized society where strong governmental 
institutions hampered citizen influence. While there were 
challenges to the overarching narrative promoted by the influential 
Mothers of Srebrenica, Serbian nationalists constructed Karvica, 
an alternate memorial site near Srebrenica, which promotes a 
narrative that Bosnian Serbs, rather than Bosnian Muslims, were 
the true victims of the war. “Rather than building a cohesive 
national identity around shared experiences of loss and violence, 
the reclaimed landscapes and commemorative spaces explicitly 
tabulating loss often exacerbate communal divisions among 
Bosniaks and Bosnian Serbs.”21 Instead of commemorating the war 
as a tragedy on the national level, each sub-group within the nation 
commemorated their own, and often conflicting, perception of the 
war.  
 The power vacuum created by a disjointed, leadership-
sharing political system in Bosnia has translated into a similarly 
disjoined collective memory within the nation. While the variety of 
historical narratives allows for all citizens to have their respective 
narrative validated, by validating all narratives, no single truth 
prevails. For example, multiple monuments on a single memorial 
site might commemorate the same event. However, the historical 
narrative of this single event might diverge greatly depending on 
whether the monument was meant to capture a Bosnian or Serbian 
perspective. The absence of an absolute truth pertaining to the 
genocide has established a system where political and cultural 
 
21 Sarah Wagner, Tabulating Loss, Entombing Memory: The Srebrenica-Potocari Centre 
(Leiden: Brill Publishing, 2010), 61–78. 
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divisions are deeply entrenched in Bosnian society, creating 
generations of distrust among different identity groups. 
 In both post-war Poland and Bosnia, the collective memory 
of genocide was divided along ethnic and political lines. The 
strength and design of government institutions in both countries, 
and the group in power, determined which narrative reigned 
supreme, if any. By claiming ownership over the generally 
accepted historical narrative: Memorialization is one arena in 
which competing (and occasionally overlapping) actors and 
interest groups—from the state to civic activist groups, local 
communities and private individuals—stake their claims to speak 
on behalf of the dead, as part of their claim for legitimacy in 
shaping the future.22  
In post-war Poland, an authoritarian government bolstered by 
an omnipresent Soviet influence laid the foundations for a pro-
Soviet, communist narrative to dominate official discourse, while a 
strong and widespread undercurrent of Polish nationalism sought 
to usurp the official narrative of the Holocaust in favor of a 
narrative that validated a Polish ethno-nationalist martyrdom 
narrative. Because communist and nationalist forces were vying 
for cultural, political, and social dominance, as well as control over 
Auschwitz’s historical narratives, victims of the Holocaust with 
minimal representation within the dominant governmental power 
structure, like Jews, had little room to advocate for their own 
narrative. 
 Conversely, in Bosnia, political infighting amongst Bosnian 
Muslims, Serbs, and relatively disjointed bureaucratic instructions 
created space for grassroots organizations, like the Mothers of 
 
22 Rebecca Jinks, “Thinking comparatively about genocide memorialization,” Journal of 
Genocide Research 16, no. 4 (2014): 423–40. 
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Srebrenica, to assert their own narrative of the genocide. Jewish 
groups were initially allowed to participate within the power 
structure in communist Poland, but once purged, their narrative 
was summarily erased and replaced by the agendas of the 
communists and nationalists. Women’s groups in Bosnia, however, 
were restricted from participating in the public sphere altogether. 
Therefore, women’s groups had to challenge the dominant societal 
power structure to successfully bring visibility to their cause. It is 
important to recognize, though, that the most influential women’s 
group, the Mothers of Srebrenica, still conformed to the cultural 
and societal expectations of femininity. By casting themselves as 
mothers lamenting their fallen male family members, they aligned 
themselves with a more palatable narrative—unlike the more 
subversive agenda of the Association of Women Victims of War—
to promote a narrative that officially recognized sexual violence. 
The Jewish groups in communist Poland and women’s groups in 
Bosnia advocated for their respective interests within the political 
and social constraints of their society. However, the weak and 
disjointed power structures in Bosnia enabled grassroots 
organizations to supplement their own narratives, whereas the 
strong authoritarian institutions in communist Poland prevented 
minority group narratives from competing with more widely 
accepted ones.  
 In post-conflict societies, the challenge of consolidating a 
single historical narrative parallels the challenge of reconstructing 
political institutions. The power vacuums left in the wake of 
genocide often create space for an overarching societal reordering, 
and the group which rises to the top of the newly formed power 
structures ultimately gets to claim ownership over the official 
historical narrative of the past conflict. Memory politics 
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surrounding Auschwitz and Srebrenica, in Poland and Bosnia 
respectively, exemplify how the strength and organization of 
political institutions in post-conflict societies impact the ability of 
minority groups to advocate for their interests. Memory politics in 
post-conflict societies can take a myriad of forms, but ultimately, 
the structure of political institutions governing the post-conflict 
nation determines the level of influence underrepresented groups 
have in the commemorative process. 
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Through Rainbow-Colored Glasses:  




Even as gay men and lesbians became more accepted in 
mainstream culture, bisexuals have remained targets of stubborn 
societal discrimination; however, they have also been ostracized 
within the LGBTQ+ community itself. An analysis of LGBTQ+ 
media reveals how and why this internal resistance persisted and 
what led to its eventual weakening.  
One of the first to suggest that a spectrum of sexuality even 
existed was Alfred Kinsey (a rumored bisexual himself) in his 
1948 publication, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male.1 Most 
notably, this body of research included the first publication of the 
now commonly recognized “Kinsey Scale,” which placed sexuality 
on a spectrum with scores from one through seven. At a time when 
all homosexuality was still considered an undesirable pathological 
condition in the United States—one that was constricted to the 
Black and white, the gay and lesbian—the concept of a sexual 
spectrum was monumental; however, in terms of bisexual 
acceptance and visibility, the introduction of the Kinsey Scale did 
little but introduce this idea. 
Neurologist Charles Gilbert Chaddock coined the term 
“bisexual,” referencing sexual attraction to both men and women, 
in his 1892 translation of Psychopathia Sexualis by Richard von 
Krafft-Ebing. Just as Kinsey’s research challenged the rigid 
distinction between gay or lesbian but failed to further bisexual 
acceptance, introducing the term “bisexual” did little initially, as 
all forms of non-heterosexuality were rarely discussed in American 
culture and press. The near silence on bisexuality undoubtedly 
served as both a cause and effect of bisexual discrimination. It is 
 
1 Alfred C. Kinsey, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male (Philadelphia, PA, London, UK: 
W. B. Saunders Company, 1948). 
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also difficult to trace the role of bisexuals in the earlier stages of 
the queer rights movement because they were unintentionally 
lumped in with either gay men or lesbians. Other distinctions were 
thought to detract from the movement as a whole.2 American 
society already had great difficulty addressing gay men and 
lesbians—why confuse the public further by introducing a more 
fluid and ambiguously-defined sexuality? For example, the vice 
president of the Society for Human Rights, the first known male 
homophile organization (founded in Chicago in 1924), was 
bisexual—and married with children.3 He kept his bisexuality a 
secret, as the organization did not allow bisexuals to hold 
membership, operating under the assumption that bisexuals would 
only be half-committed to the cause. This special form of 
discrimination shaped the perception of bisexuality within the 
LGBTQ+ community and beyond, setting the stage for what 
became the bisexual rights movement.  
The 1960s proved to be a turning point, as gay and lesbian 
political activist groups began to flourish. The success of the gay 
rights movement started to create space for bisexual activism as 
well. The 1970s marked the introduction of the modern bisexual 
movement: bisexual media would become more prevalent, but how 
was this movement perceived in other LGBTQ+ media and the 
greater LGBTQ+ community? How did opinion shift from a 
negative to a more accepting outlook? Jillian Todd Weiss 
examined this transformation in an article in the 2003 issue of the 
Journal of Bisexuality. In the piece, entitled “GL vs. BT: The 
Archaeology of Biphobia and Transphobia Within the U.S. Gay 
and Lesbian Community,”4 Weiss examined the history of the 
LGBTQ+ movement and its accompanying political and 
psychological development, as well as past mainstream media, to 
 
2 Brett Genny Beemyn, “Bisexual Movements,” GLBTQ Archive (2004): 1–4.  
3 Ibid. 
4 Jillian Todd Weiss, “GL vs. BT: The Archaeology of Biphobia and Transphobia Within 
the U.S. Gay and Lesbian Community,” Journal of Bisexuality 3, no. 3–4 (December 
2003): 25–55. 
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reveal the nature, origin, and progression of biphobia. She stated 
that “biphobia and transphobia are not good descriptions of the 
phenomenon of heterosexist prejudice against bisexuals and 
transgenders, and are particularly inappropriate in the case of 
heterosexist prejudices within the GLBT community. I suggest that 
gays and lesbians who discriminate against bisexuals and 
transgenders are reacting to political and social pressures, not 
psychological ones.”5 While illuminating, this piece failed to fully 
capture the metamorphosis of dialogue within LGBTQ+ media 
itself, specifically in reaction to these “pressures.”6 This paper 
reveals some of these dynamics by looking at the inception and 
progression of dialogue in LGBTQ+ media in an effort to 
understand the motives for bisexual discrimination and erasure 
within the queer community—and its turnaround.  
The 1970s comprised an era of “bisexual chic,” as popular 
media began to acknowledge the bisexuality of more mainstream 
musicians and artists, like Judy Garland and Elton John (who first 
came out as bisexual before coming out as a gay man).7 During 
this same time, many of the early bisexual groups were founded—
most focused on social spheres, though a few did venture into 
political territory. In March of 1978, Del Martin and Phyllis Lyon, 
founding members of the first lesbian rights group, the Daughters 
of Bilitis, said of bisexuality: “In the 1960s, one of our bisexual 
friends complained bitterly to us that she felt left out by both gays 
and non-gays.” They responded, “We said bis should organize.”8 
They explained the tensions bisexuals experience among gays, 
who “feel that bisexuals are really gays who are copping out,” and 
among heterosexuals, who also assume bisexuals are gays or are 
“arrested in their sexual development” and could be “easily 
 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid.  
7 Robyn Ochs and Liz Highleyman, “Bisexual Movement,” in Lesbian Histories and 
Cultures: An Encyclopedia, ed. Bonnie Zimmerman, (New York, NY: Garland, 2000), 
112–4. 
8 Martin, D., & Lyon, P. Gays and Bisexuals: A Natural Alliance, Gay, Lesbian, 
Bisexual, and Transgender Historical Society Manuscript, 4 (March 1974). 
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changed through therapy to their true nature—heterosexuality.”9 
Lyon and Martin emphasized that bisexuals and gays are on the 
same side—that together they must work toward understanding 
each other and heterosexuality as a part of human sexuality.  
Bisexuals did as Lyon and Martin suggested: they organized. 
Many of the budding bisexual groups in the 1970s also created 
their own literature, no doubt in an effort to educate and inform the 
growing bisexual community and others in the greater LGBTQ+ 
circle. The first specifically bisexual advocacy organization, the 
National Bisexual Liberation Group, was founded in New York 
City in 1972.10 It began publishing the first bisexual newsletter, 
The Bisexual Expression, in 1976, closing publication in 1984.11 
Though its run was short, The Bisexual Expression paved the way 
for other bisexual publications.  
In 1983, shortly before The Bisexual Expression shut down 
operation, bisexual activist Robyn Ochs helped found the Boston 
Bisexual Women’s Network. In September of that same year, she 
took on the role of editor and published their first newsletter, Bi 
Women Quarterly (the newsletter published—and continues to 
publish—material on a wide variety of topics, including popular 
culture, coming out stories, and general information on 
bisexuality).12 The second issue of Bi Women, published in January 
of 1984, contained a variety of logistical blurbs and general 
information about their organization.13 Most notably, it included a 
cartoon from the Gay Community News (GCN) and an 
accompanying response letter from another bisexual advocacy 
group, the BiVocals, along with its own reaction. The cartoon, 
published in GCN’s “April Fools’ Wraparound” issue, was nothing 
less than controversial. It read as an advertisement for “bisexuality 
 
9 Ibid., 5 
10 “The U.S. Bisexual Movement: a #BiWeek History Lesson,” GLAAD, 10 April 2019.  
11 Ibid. 
12 Robyn Ochs and Marylene Altieri, “Celebrate Bisexuality,” Radcliffe Institute for 
Advanced Study at Harvard University, 27 Oct. 2016. 
13 “Gay-Identified Bisexuals,” Harvard Library <http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-
3:RAD.SCHL:27773203?n=5> (5 March 2020). 
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insurance,” depicting a woman explaining her desire for children 
and men to her female partner, effectively breaking off the 
relationship: “I guess I’ll go pack,” it reads. 
The cartoon also included the benefits of the insurance in 
bullets, such as “up to 3 lovers covered simultaneously!” and 
“double indemnity if lover takes up with your sibling!” While it 
was included in an April Fools’ issue and could have been played 
off as a joke, the BiVocals took it seriously, and rightfully so. 
Bisexuals could not afford the perpetuation of flawed stereotypes, 
much less at a time when their position—or rather, membership—
within the LGBTQ+ community and American society were 
already in question (not to mention GCN’s precedent of practically 




In their letter, the BiVocals explained that “the joke [seemed] 
to be directed not to but against bisexuals: most bisexuals would 
not find it particularly funny and most of us have found it hurtful.” 
The obvious conclusion, they stated, was that GCN believed 
“bisexuals [were] not considered part of the gay community”—a 
dangerous proposition, indeed. But the BiVocals were not finished. 
Their letter went further, as they discussed the discrimination they 
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faced from lesbians, in particular, who believed bisexuals should 
be ostracized because of their unwillingness to join lesbian 
political initiatives or “commit themselves to a lesbian lifestyle.” 
“Obviously the real problem which some lesbians have with us is 
not that we don’t love women but that we haven’t rejected men,” 
they said. This section in particular highlights the prevailing 
turbulence in relationships within the LGBTQ+ community at the 
time: even lesbian and gay publications were not immune to forms 
of homophobia. The fact that bisexuals had to fight for recognition 
within their community was highlighted by the next section of the 
letter, which emphasized two “particularly painful” bisexual 
stereotypes: the first, that they are “‘experimenting’ 
heterosexuals,” and the second, that bisexuals are “more lacking in 
compassion when we end relationships than lesbians are.” That, 
the BiVocals so eloquently stated, was “bullshit.”14 
The disconnect between these seemingly similar 
communities is stark. The roots of this special kind of 
discrimination were deeply entrenched in society; like most forms 
of institutional bigotry, it bled into everything and was difficult to 
escape. Bisexual media was doing all it could to combat the 
negative tropes and perceptions, but as a relatively new movement, 
its abilities were limited. Following the cartoon and response letter, 
Bi Women issued their own brief interjection. They urged readers 
to contact GCN regarding bisexuality and bisexual media 
coverage, “because the more they realize that bisexuals are a part 
of the gay community, the more responsive they will be.”15  
In the July 1988 issue of The Empty Closet, an LGBTQ+ 
publication introduced in 1971, a similar dialogue took place.16 
“Bilines: The Limits of the Language,” authored by Betty Barcode 
(the pen name of Cynthia Van Ness), delved into the intricacies 




16 Betty Barcode, “Bilines: The Limits of the Language,” Empty Closet, 5 July 1988, 15. 
Archives of Sexuality and Gender. Gale Primary Sources. 
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specifically of bisexuality, as Van Ness discussed her own 
identification as a bi woman. Van Ness explored the use of the 
phrase “lesbians who sleep with men,” and asked, “isn’t this a 
contradiction in terms, like a vegetarian who eats steak?” She also 
proposed a ban on the word “lifestyle,” arguing that, regardless of 
one’s sexual orientation, “we are all living real lives, in all their 
comedy and tragedy, not some ‘lifestyle’ as though it were some 
passing fad inspired by the media.” Van Ness’s repulsion for the 
word had only increased as its coupling with the term “perverted” 
became more apparent; ironically, she lamented that “if anyone has 
a perverted lifestyle, it’s Donald Trump.”17  
The article concluded with Van Ness dubbing herself a 
“humansexual”—a term with more of a “generous, healing feel to 
it,” a term that helped her “feel less funny about loving men and 
women.”18 The publication of this article in the wider LGBTQ+ 
media reveals a shift—however slight—in the current of internal 
bisexual discrimination. Publication is recognition, is validation, 
and one reader in particular took issue with that. In a letter to the 
editor, published in The Empty Closet’s August issue under a 
heading “Create your bi culture, but leave ours alone,” a lesbian 
expressed her annoyance with Van Ness’s stance.19 She shared a 
common perspective among gay men and lesbians—the 
perspective that bisexuals, given the opportunity, would hijack 
strenuously cultivated gay and lesbian culture, thereby 
undermining community solidarity. This, she said, would “literally, 
physically threaten” their survival.20 Van Ness’s published 
response to this letter was perfectly summarized by her opening 
line: “My, my. Looks like I touched a nerve. Good!”21 This 
dialogue, while tense, was vital. In order to begin to understand the 
 
17 Ibid.  
18 Ibid.  
19 “Create your bi culture, but leave ours alone,” The Empty Closet, August 1988, 6. 
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complexity and importance of bisexual identity, and bisexuals’ 
position within the LGBTQ+ community, their feelings and desires 
had to be made clear. Their passions and emotions were similar, 
and their demand for acceptance the same, so why could they not 
be on the same side? Communication and cooperation of this 
nature between these groups would become fundamental in the 
progression of bisexual acceptance both inside and outside of the 
LGBTQ+ community.  
Another prominent bisexual publication, Anything That 
Moves, a magazine published by the Bay Area Bisexual Network, 
began in 1990. Its manifesto explained the naming of the 
magazine, revealing that the decision to use this title was “nothing 
less than controversial”—but that redefining the stereotype that 
“‘bisexuals will fuck anything that moves’” was a shift “toward 
bisexual empowerment.” Their goal was to create “dialogue 
through controversy” by “challenging people to face their own 
external and internal biphobia.” The manifesto concludes: “We are 
demanding attention, and are re-defining ‘anything that moves’ on 
our own terms.”22 The third issue explained that bisexuals were 
frustrated with those who “refuse to accept our existence; our 
issues; our contributions; our alliances; our voice.”23 Bisexuals 
were tired of being silenced, misunderstood, ostracized, and 
overlooked—and they were more than prepared to engage their 
gay and lesbian oppressors. This process, as the manifesto for 
Anything That Moves asserted, needed to begin with dialogue.  
Similar sentiments appeared in other publications. For 
example, the gay newspaper, Bay Area Reporter, published a 
critical letter in their November 1989 issue from a bisexual woman 
named Karla, who expressed her anger regarding the propagation 
of bisexual invisibility by the publication and, by association, the 
LGBTQ+ community as a whole, as well as the ignorant societal 
 
22 “ATM Manifesto,” https://atm.silmemar.org/manifesto.html (28 Feb. 2020). 
23 “Anything That Moves,” Anything That Moves, no. 3 (Summer 1991). Archives of 
Sexuality and Gender. Gale Primary Sources. 
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condemnation of bisexuals for their “spread” of AIDS.24 While this 
still evidences the persistent divide between the groups, it was 
dialogue—and dialogue was everything. The first issue of the co-
sexual publication Sphere, released in 1991, printed “An Invitation 
to Dialogue,” by Louise Sloan.25 The article served as exactly that: 
a call for conversation between these estranged groups, notably 
from an entity that represented the entire non-heterosexual 
community. “The concept of the Sphere—a co-sexual, multiracial, 
ethnically diverse newspaper for bisexuals, lesbians, gay men, their 
friends and families—assumes all these radically different people 
will be willing and able to communicate with each other and work 
together. That’s assuming a lot.”26 Sloan acknowledged the 
differences—of opinion, experience, and identity—between all 
members of the LBGTQ+ community, but maintained that, though 
not an easy feat, compassionate, productive communication would 
be paramount to inciting change. And change began to occur. The 
1990s were a turning point for bisexual visibility and acceptance, 
as bisexual advocacy groups (BiPOL, predominantly) found 
success in lobbying.27 Naturally, the media reflected this shift. In 
1990, Matrix Women’s Newsmagazine, a principally feminist 
publication, published an article celebrating the first National 
Bisexual Conference.28 The piece began with a quote from the 
conference program: “Just as Stonewall marked the crystallization 
of the gay and lesbian liberation movement, so this conference 
marks the beginning of the coalescing of our bisexual 
community.”29 This article highlighted, and commemorated, the 
 
24 Karla Rossi, “Letters,” B.A.R. [Bay Area Reporter], 9 Nov. 1989, 7. Archives of 
Sexuality and Gender. Gale Primary Sources. 
25 Louise Sloan, “Invitation to Dialogue,” Sphere, no. 1 (1991): 3. Archives of Sexuality 
and Gender. Gale Primary Sources. 
26 Ibid.  
27 “The U.S. Bisexual Movement: a #BiWeek History Lesson,” GLAAD, 10 April 2019. 
28 Kate Fox, “National Bisexual Conference: Bisexuals Celebrate Historic First,” Matrix 
Women's Newsmagazine, Aug. 1990, 8. Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgender 
Historical Society. Gale Primary Sources.  
29 Ibid. 
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impact of an institutional bisexual community. There was no 
mention of stereotypes, no reference to dated and ignorant tropes—
only descriptions of happy, smiling, and proud bisexuals. This was 
radically different from the skewed illustrations of perverse, 
indecisive, and tortured bisexual individuals that had previously 
prevailed in all forms of American media.  
In 1992, a column in the Bay Area Reporter, the same 
publication criticized for contributing to bisexual erasure only a 
few years prior, seemed to change its tune and expressed 
satisfaction regarding the August 15 issue of Time Magazine, 
which included a three-page, “refreshingly free of moralizing,” 
feature on the flourishing bisexual community, which revealed the 
overwhelming discrimination they faced from gay men, lesbians, 
and heterosexuals.30 While some felt that the feature still focused 
too much on polyamorous bisexuals, effectively propagating the 
stereotype that bisexuals were depraved and promiscuous, the Bay 
Area Reporter deemed it “a welcome piece of reporting on a 
community whose existence the media has been very reluctant to 
acknowledge.”31 Finally, bisexuals were gaining some 
representation and traction in the media.  
The fight for true bisexual acceptance and visibility was far 
from over, but on the eve of the twenty-first century, bisexuals 
found themselves in a much more favorable position than just a 
decade before. A dialogue that began in niche bisexual 
publications had spread to more general LGBTQ+ publications, 
and gradually, became more positive—or at the very least, offered 
validation of their position in the community. Bisexual 
representation in the media transformed in the later decades of the 
twentieth century; instead of indulging in ignorant, constricting, 
and oppressive tropes, publications like The Bisexual Expression, 
The Bi Women Quarterly and Anything That Moves helped shape 
the new legitimizing, humanizing, and normalizing approach for 
 
30 Hollie Conley, “GLAAD Media Watch,” B.A.R. [Bay Area Reporter], 20 Aug. 1992, 
21. Archives of Sexuality and Gender. Gale Primary Sources. 
31 Ibid. 
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addressing, and accepting, bisexuality. Greater LGBTQ+ media 
followed suit, though it cannot be denied that the process was, and 
continues to be, a gradual one. Even today, it is not altogether rare 
for the representation and perception of bisexuals in the media to 
miss the mark. Tropes, such as the “murderous bisexual,” 
“depraved bisexual,” and “the experimented-in-college bisexual,” 
are still evident in pop culture. Even this, however, is a far cry 
from the level of invisibility bisexuals faced in the 1960s. Dialogue 
has transformed biphobic culture by increasing understanding and 
competency through conversation, with the press serving as an 
arena for differing perspectives. This was essential to the 
foundation of the bisexual rights movements and its perception, as 
it gave bisexuals a platform. Finally, the media offered a space for 
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Voices in the Dark:  




“How do you make a good movie in this country without 
being jumped on?” asked influential film critic Pauline Kael in the 
opening of her genre-defining movie review of 1967’s shockingly 
violent and wildly popular Bonnie and Clyde.1 Superficially, this 
tongue-in-cheek critique poked fun at the pearl-clutching 
reactionaries who warned that, due to its graphic depictions of sex 
and violence, Bonnie and Clyde would usher in a new era of 
immorality both on and off the screen. However, Kael’s comment 
also verbalized an unspoken and more radical connection, putting 
forward the idea that the best movies were the ones that elicited 
physical reactions. Throughout her lengthy career as a film critic, 
Kael insistently proclaimed her desire to experience more movies 
over which people argued and fought, but the movie reviewing 
field she entered in the early 1950s was unprepared for her fervent 
and vitriolic style. In the postwar era, most publications relegated 
articles about movies, if they existed, to the gossip columns or 
funny papers; the public viewed movie reviews as mere 
promotional opportunities for Hollywood. But, as the status-quo-
defying movements of the 1960s ramped up, the field of film 
criticism also saw an uptick in activism, as reviewers sought to 
establish themselves as respectable professionals and attempted to 
more directly and meaningfully influence the production of films. 
Consequently, by asserting the artistic merit of both their own 
work and movies in general throughout the 1960s, film critics 
transformed their writing from glib, unofficial movie advertising to 
well-regarded documents of cultural thought and protest, opening 
American audiences to new cinematic experiences in the process. 
 
1 Pauline Kael, “‘Bonnie and Clyde’: Arthur Penn’s Iconic Gangster Film,” The New 
Yorker, 13 Oct. 1967. 
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Before the 1960s, largely due to the public’s belief that 
movie reviews functioned more as advertising than scholarly 
appraisals, film criticism lacked the same professional esteem and 
serious consideration given to other fields of criticism. In his book-
length analysis of the history of American film criticism, historian 
Jerry Roberts revealed that in the 1950s, “[c]overing the movies 
and caring about Hollywood was off the radar of regular 
newspaper coverage…[m]ost of the smaller and medium-sized 
U.S. papers used syndicated information from Hollywood in the 
form of ‘gossip columns,’…usually ghettoized near the 
amusements page or ‘funny papers.’”2 Apparently, the vast 
majority of publications did not consider covering Hollywood or 
the movies part of their responsibilities, and if they did include 
information relating to these subjects, it typically came in the form 
of promotional material distributed by Hollywood itself. This lack 
of thoughtful writing, in addition to the unfortunate placement of 
this information in the least-serious pages of the papers, 
contributed to the relegation of film critics and their work.  
Eric Larrabee, the then-associate editor of Harper’s Magazine, 
captured this dreary state of the field in postwar America, writing 
“‘[f]ilm criticism is at best a thankless task…there can be no 
question about the powerlessness of the movie critics. The 
correlation between their opinion of a film and the public’s 
attendance at it is normally a flat negative, and their job has 
naturally come to be regarded with a certain good-natured 
contempt.’”3 Contrasting film critics with drama critics and book 
reviewers, Larrabee pointed to the lack of connection between 
audiences and movie reviewers as the most debilitating effect of 
the newspaper’s poor treatment of film criticism. As a result of this 
widespread professional infantilization, film critics lacked a 
meaningful voice, and the career suffered since writers needed to 
work in multiple capacities in order to occasionally write about 
 
2 Jerry Roberts, The Complete History of American Film Criticism (Solana Beach, CA: 
Santa Monica Press, 2010), 94.  
3 Ibid., 106. 
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film. According to Larrabee, on newspapers, “‘the job of film critic 
is likely to be held by the restaurant-and-travel editor while he 
waits for the drama critic to retire.’”4 
That said, the superficial work of the most prominent 
American film critics during the 1950s did little to shift the 
public’s appreciation of film criticism. As Roberts suggests, “[t]he 
general opinion of film critics up until the 1960s was that they 
were, by and large, composers of plot précis with an opinion 
tacked on, and all with the depth of a loved-her, hated-him quip.”5 
Extending the notion of film criticism as blatant advertising for 
Hollywood, Roberts detailed how the vast majority of reviews 
simply included a description of a movie’s plot and then a brief 
remark on its entertainment value, leaving little room for critics to 
explore and share their own artistic interests in the medium. 
Filmmakers especially found this perfunctory approach to reviews 
useless. Providing a Hollywood insider’s perspective, screenwriter 
and critic Theodore Strauss argued that, in most reviews, 
filmmakers saw “no depth of understanding of the craft problems 
involved to provide what any critic worth his salt should provide—
an essay which is informative to his audience and is 
simultaneously a stimulating critique which the craftsman may 
read with profit.”6 For Strauss, one of the most significant issues 
with film criticism was the lack of industry knowledge on the part 
of the writers doing the reviewing, since these ignorant critics 
naturally lacked the insight to push filmmakers in new directions, 
in the process preventing their own field from achieving an artistic 
status. 
This style of criticism appeared in the high-mindedness of 
The New York Times’s longtime film critic, Bosley Crowther. 
While undoubtedly knowledgeable on the filmmaking process, 
Crowther constantly demonstrated an unwillingness to engage with 
the evolutions of the medium. After viewing Michelangelo 
 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid., 95–6. 
6 Theodore Strauss, “No Jacks, No Giant Killers,” Screen Writer 1, no. 1 (1945): 12. 
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Antonioni’s L’Avventura, a film dedicated to recreating for its 
audiences the disillusioning experiences of its youthful characters, 
Crowther complained that “[j]ust when it seems to be beginning to 
make a dramatic point or to develop a line of continuity that will 
crystallize into some sense, it will jump into a random situation 
that appears as if it might be due perhaps three reels later and never 
explain what has been omitted.”7 Crowther panned the movie on 
the basis of his dissatisfaction with it as an entertainment 
experience, ignoring the social significance and meaning of the 
film for the disaffected youth of the time.  
Indeed, even at his most political, Crowther seemed 
incapable of transcending the pass-or-fail approach to movies that 
he shared with the other postwar critics. In 1967, while fighting 
against censorship, he still took aim at influential experimental 
movies like Istvan Szabo’s Age of Illusion and Jean-Luc Godard’s 
Le Petit Soldat, writing “[e]ven though most of these pictures are 
seriously questionable as salable entertainment or even worthwhile 
cinema…I would be the last one to dissuade any individual 
distributor or exhibitor from offering them to the public, if he 
wants to take that risk.”8 In this instance, Crowther leveraged the 
considerable power of his position to advocate for distributors and 
exhibitors’ rights to freedom of speech, but he, like other 
prominent postwar critics, failed to apply this same sense of 
activism to the content of the movies, belittling the concerns of the 
increasingly disillusioned public that appeared onscreen. By 
treating the burgeoning, social-minded movies of the 1960s as little 
more than trite, mass entertainment, the establishment film critics 
of the postwar period helped further the infantilization of 
American criticism fueled by its lack of meaningful attention in the 
majority of print media in the United States. 
Due to the frustrating self-righteousness of prominent 
postwar movie reviewers like Crowther, the first major 
 
7 Bosley Crowther, “Screen: ‘L’Avventura’: Film by Michelangelo Antonioni Opens,” 
The New York Times, 5 Apr. 1961, 30. 
8 Bosley Crowther, “Critic Hollers ‘Help!’” The New York Times, 23 Apr. 1967, 97. 
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transformation in American film criticism developed in response to 
a critical renaissance in France. American film critic Ernest 
Callenbach summarized the crux of this transformation, relating 
that the French film critic François Truffaut, in a 1957 edition of 
the French film magazine Cahiers du Cinema, proposed a 
“‘politique des auteurs’—a policy of focusing criticism primarily 
upon directors and specifically upon chosen directors whose 
individuality of style qualified them, in the eyes of the Cahiers 
team, as ‘auteurs’—creators in the personal sense we accept for the 
other arts.’”9 This new, “auteur” approach to directors reinterpreted 
the collaborative filmmaking process with directors now 
occupying a position akin to that of a novel’s author. By attributing 
an entire movie to the efforts of a single individual, Truffaut and 
his fellow Cahiers critics hoped to elevate films to an artistic status 
on par with other, more highly regarded works of art, putting 
directors like Orson Welles alongside other singular artists like 
Ernest Hemingway or Frida Kahlo. In the process, these French 
critics also hoped to elevate the artistic merit of their own writing, 
positioning them alongside other better-regarded critics like those 
of books and drama. Additionally, many of these Cahiers critics, 
including Truffaut, soon became directors of the influential French 
New Wave film movement. And, according to film scholar Chris 
Weigand, through these critics’ double roles as filmmakers and 
film reviewers, “[t]hey essentially redesigned the role of the film 
critic, recognizing the young medium as on a par with the other 
arts, giving detailed analysis to the work of film-makers who had 
never before been treated with much respect.”10 Even though 
American film critics did not experience a similar, widespread 
movement from reviewing films to making them, they still 
benefited from the activist examples of the French critics. Not only 
did these Cahiers writers inspire American critics to assert the 
artistic merits of both the movie and movie review, they also 
 
9 Andrew Sarris, “The Auteur Theory and the Perils of Pauline,” Film Quarterly 16, no. 4 
(1963): 26. 
10 Chris Weigand, French New Wave (Harpenden, UK: Pocket Essentials, 2001), 8. 
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encouraged American critics to assume a more active role in the 
filmmaking process, though few critics sought the director’s chair 
like their counterparts across the Atlantic. 
Reflecting on his pioneering concept of “the French critic as 
protester,” Truffaut wrote that, unlike American critics of the time, 
French critics considered themselves to be on “a mission to 
dispense justice; like God…[they wanted] to humble the powerful 
and exalt the weak…In addition, the foremost concern of the 
French critic to justify his function in his own eyes induces in him 
a strong desire to be useful.”11 This interpretation of the criticism 
of the 1950s highlighted the activist concerns of French critics to 
influence the filmmaking process and provide useful commentary 
in direct opposition to the uninvolved, reviews-as-advertising 
approach of the period’s prominent American film critics. By 
reading these French critiques of movies, reviews, and American 
film reviewers, emerging American film critics developed an urge 
to transform their role in the media and culture in general. Inspired 
to action by these French writers, the next generation of American 
film critics arrived with a new, expanded understanding of the role 
of the movie reviewer in society. 
To assert the artistic merit of their work for audiences in the 
United States, the new generation of American film critics 
followed the Cahiers writers by taking up the auteur debate in the 
pages of American print media. Critic Andrew Sarris started the 
trend in his influential article, “Notes on Auteur Theory in 1962,” 
arguing the “‘ultimate premise of the auteur theory is concerned 
with interior meaning, the ultimate glory of the cinema as an art. 
Interior meaning is extrapolated from the tension between a 
director’s personality and his material.’”12 Focusing on the role of 
the director as the sole author of a film as a means of establishing 
the artistic significance of movies, Sarris appealed to notions of 
interiority, a hallmark of other, supposedly more-serious works of 
 
11 François Truffaut, The Films in My Life (Boston, MA: De Capo Press, 1994), 8–9. 
12 Pauline Kael, “Circles and Squares,” Film Quarterly 16, no. 3 (Spring 1963): 12. 
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art that critical discussions largely ignored in relation to movies. 
During this same time, Pauline Kael emerged as a dominant voice 
in American criticism, and she publicly feuded with Sarris on the 
subject of the auteur, countering Sarris’s appreciation of the 
formulaic nature of auteur theory by asserting “criticism is exciting 
just because there is no formula to apply, just because you must 
use everything you are and everything you know that is relevant, 
and that film criticism is particularly exciting just because of the 
multiplicity of elements in film art.”13 In this response to Sarris, 
Kael advocated for a more liberated approach to film criticism, 
which, like other intellectual movements of the 1960s, emphasized 
the whole person and the role of lived experience in making 
meaning. While this public debate on the auteur theory led to a 
fracture in American film criticism, the most important outcome of 
this debate was that it occurred in the first place. Before, movie 
reviewers rarely engaged in prolonged debates about movies, and 
if they did, these quarrels were usually restricted to disagreements 
over language or the appraisal of a movie’s entertainment. In their 
arguments, Sarris and Kael focused the film discourse on the 
theory of filmmaking, a process other fields engaged in with 
regularity. As a result, the auteur debate in the early 1960s helped 
to establish film criticism as a serious intellectual and artistic 
endeavor. 
 Aiding Sarris and Kael in the professionalization of 
American film criticism, the academic film journals necessary to 
publicize these theoretical debates also gained prominence in the 
early 1960s. In an advertisement for the relatively new Film 
Quarterly, Callenbach put forth the journal’s mission statement:  
 
Through such discourse we hope to stimulate controversy; 
we hope to clarify aesthetic and occasionally technical or 
industrial issues (for the cinema is a business); we hope to 
provide a forum for new ideas in a field that has been lacking 
 
13 Ibid., 21. 
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them lately; and we hope to note important new 
developments in style, theme, or method and give them due 
attention.14 
 
In addition to providing the emerging, activist-minded critics 
with a proper space to publish their writings, which had until 
recently been sequestered to the funny papers of most print media, 
the journal itself sought to cover film as seriously as a literary 
magazine or other scholarly journal. Focusing on aesthetics and, 
tellingly, “controversy,” Callenbach emphasized the desire on the 
part of emerging critics to, like their French counterparts, impact 
society, particularly through the films they reviewed. And, with the 
emergence of journals like Film Quarterly, film critics finally 
possessed professional tools to publish their more-serious works. 
 Unlike the foreign-born influences of the Cahiers writers, the 
next major development in American film criticism came as a 
result of the domestic unrest of the 1960s. According to cultural 
and contemporary art scholar Eliane Elmaleh, “[i]n the United 
States…[a]s the 1960s progressed, with their series of political 
assassinations, the escalation of the Vietnam War, the 
confrontation with Cuba and the Civil Rights Movement, 
American artists, like many intellectuals, felt the need to take 
sides.”15 Evidently, the social, economic, and political turmoil in 
American society throughout the 1960s led artists to develop a 
political consciousness, and, as the tenor of this disorder increased 
throughout the decade, these artists felt obligated to affect change 
in their society through popular art forms. For American film 
critics, Kael was at the forefront of this political transformation. 
Speaking to the political aspirations of Kael in her reviews, 
Roberts claimed “Kael preferred the earthiness in films, was at the 
forefront of espousing liberal sexuality on the American screen, 
 
14 Ernest Callenbach, “The Public Arts: Toward a Serious Tradition of Film Criticism,” 
The English Journal 48, no. 3 (1959): 162. 
15 Eliane Elmaleh, “American Pop Art and Political Engagement in the 1960s,” European 
Journal of American Culture 22, no. 3 (2003): 182. 
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and wanted to release moviegoers from following traditional 
Hollywood mores.”16 A former University of California, Berkeley 
student17 and an outspoken feminist voice, Kael broke away from 
the tradition of male critics by developing her own artistic 
sensibility that favored the inclusion of lively and radical activism 
in the pop-art packaging of Hollywood spectacle. As a result, she 
championed more liberal and realistic depictions of life that starkly 
contrasted with the fantasies of Old Hollywood. However, despite 
her criticisms of the phoniness of Old Hollywood morality, Kael, 
like other artists of the 1960s, remained committed to the political 
power of pop art. Responding to the works of Jean-Luc Godard 
(which rankled the tastes of establishment critic Crowther), Kael 
championed their “‘volatile mixture of fictional narrative, 
reporting, essay, and absurdist interludes’ whose frenzied, pop-art 
spirit was an ideal reflection of the chaotic times.”18 Exemplifying 
this new generation of activist film critics, Kael used her widely 
circulated reviews, themselves an example of pop art, to take a 
stand in American culture in favor of cinematic art that reflected 
the turmoil and uncertainty of the 1960s. By supporting films like 
Godard’s Band of Outsiders, Kael hoped to convince the movie-
going public to reject the falsity of Old Hollywood, encouraging 
the production of more realistic movies that better reflected the 
struggles and tastes of the times. 
 Still, the calcified morality of Old Hollywood and its 
stringent production codes marked a major obstacle to the 
transformation of American filmmaking envisioned by Kael and 
her contemporaries. The Motion Picture Association of America 
(MPAA) still censored all films in accordance with the far-
reaching and restrictive regulations of the 1930 Production Code, 
which, as a particularly bizarre example of its power, forced 
filmmakers in 1964 to change the title of their movie from the 
 
16 Roberts, The Complete History of American Film Criticism, 160. 
17 Brian Kellow, Pauline Kael: A Life in the Dark (London, UK: Penguin Books, 2012), 
17. 
18 Ibid., 112. 
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“unseemly” How to Murder Your Mistress to the more acceptable 
How to Murder Your Wife.19 This code restricted American movies 
from depicting the sex, violence, language, and immoral behaviors 
that the public confronted on a daily basis in their regular lives. 
The older, establishment critics embraced these regulations from 
the MPAA and the collaborating National Catholic Office for 
Motion Pictures and the Episcopal Committee for Motion Pictures. 
According to Roberts, these critics, like Crowther “and others at 
major papers, espoused an even keel, a stern moral compass, 
common sense, and Middle-American values…even as the 
permissiveness, sexuality, and ambiguous morality in foreign films 
began to influence studio filmmakers in the late 1950s and early 
1960s.”20 Increasingly at odds with the emerging, disaffected 
culture of the 1960s and, eventually, the 1970s, these establishment 
critics frustrated newer voices like Kael, who still lacked 
prestigious positions like Crowther at The New York Times. 
However, this lack of seniority did not stop these critics from 
asserting their political voice. In an article titled “A Question of 
Standard,” critic John A. Barsness contrasted two different 
representations of the West in film: the American myth-affirmation 
of High Noon and the later, moral interrogation of The Misfits. 
Perhaps unintentionally, this critique also served to capture the 
need for a post-Production Code Hollywood, for Barsness argued 
that the power of The Misfits stemmed from “its exposure of a 
society…that…depends for its existence on its belief in [a] myth—
an image of itself that is as unreal in its historical beginnings as it 
is now.”21 For newer critics, the Production Code maintained a 
false, and to their political tastes, unpalatable image of American 
society. To change the country, Hollywood needed to reflect 
reality. 
 
19 Peter Bart, “Label Babel: Ad Men Spur Industry in a Hot Race For Lengthy, Exotic 
Film Titles,” New York Times, 6 Dec. 1964, X13. 
20 Roberts, The Complete History of American Film Criticism, 113–4. 
21 John A. Barsness, “A Question of Standard,” Film Quarterly 21, no. 1 (1967): 33. 
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 These critics were aided in their attacks against the phoniness 
of Old Hollywood by financial incentives and cunning American 
filmmakers. As film scholar Mark Harris noted, “[t]he influx of 
European films, some with nudity, that weren’t produced by 
studios and didn’t require a Code seal had created a double 
standard; local theaters, meeting the demands of their audiences, 
were increasingly willing to show movies without Code 
approval.”22 Evidently, with the propagation of less regulated 
European movies, the Code’s nescient restrictiveness stymied 
American movies’ profitability as 1960s audiences flocked to 
foreign films. In addition to these financial struggles, American 
filmmakers inspired, like their critical counterparts, by the freer 
work of foreign artists, also sought to dismantle the Code. Relying 
on inventive tactics, Mike Nichols, the director of the at-the-time 
vulgar Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf, had his friend and former 
first lady, Jacqueline Kennedy, attend “a small screening” of the 
film where “she made sure to say, within earshot of a key member 
of the Catholic film board, ‘Jack would have loved this movie.’”23 
As a result of this clever ploy, the film received a less restrictive 
rating while also exposing the arbitrariness of the Code’s ratings 
system. Indeed, after becoming the president of the MPAA in 1966 
after a stint as special assistant to President Lyndon B. Johnson, 
Jack Valenti “ordered a complete overhaul of the Production 
Code” citing “serious questions about ‘the entire philosophy of 
self-censorship,’” effectively ending the Code’s censorship of the 
content activist American critics longed to see onscreen.24 
 The effects of dismantling the Production Code were on full 
display at the 1967 Academy Awards. According to Harris, for 
Hollywood, the five films nominated for Best Picture, Bonnie and 
Clyde, Doctor Dolittle, The Graduate, Guess Who’s Coming to 
Dinner, and In the Heat of the Night, made it “increasingly clear 
 
22 Mark Harris, Pictures at a Revolution: Five Movies and the Birth of the New 
Hollywood (London, UK: Penguin Books, 2009), 182. 
23 Ibid., 183. 
24 Ibid., 184. 
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that something was dying and something was being created…[a] 
fight that began as a contest for a few small patches of Hollywood 
turf ended as the first shots in a revolution.”25 With radical works 
of art like Bonnie and Clyde competing against more traditional 
Hollywood fare like Doctor Dolittle, the 1967 Academy Awards 
reflected the influence of the 1960s film critics, who had long 
sought to topple the hegemony of Old Hollywood morality with 
movies that reflected the moral ambiguity and roughness of the 
disruptive American culture of the 1960s. Moreover, Harris argued 
that this Best Picture lineup also reflected the changing tastes of 
American audiences (which were in turn influenced by the more 
vocal, activist critics), since he attributed the inclusion of radical 
films like The Graduate to “the demands of an audience that had, 
in 1967, made its wishes for a new world of American movies so 
clear that the studios had no choice but to submit to them. The 
outsiders were about to take flight and to discover that the motion 
picture universe was now theirs to re-create, to ruin, or to rule.”26 
 Emerging on the critical scene the same year as these Best 
Picture nominees, Pulitzer Prize-winning critic Roger Ebert 
cemented the activist nature of the American film critics of the 
1960s. The campus newspaper for his alma mater, the University 
of Illinois, reported on a series of forums Ebert led as a student in 
1965, in which he expressed “[w]e have a rotten society…‘most of 
the things we talk about that make it great are not in operation in 
society.’ There is nothing to be ashamed about Utopian ideals…we 
should ‘stand up and say we want a perfect society.’”27 Displaying 
Ebert’s activist bona fides, this sentiment matched the disillusioned 
but optimistic rhetoric of the Free Speech Movement occurring 
concurrently at Berkeley. “‘This is the winter of our 
discontent…and although we have been quiet in the past, now we 
are beginning to stir. For we are angry, and there is a point beyond 
 
25 Ibid., 3. 
26 Ibid., 417. 
27 Vicki Packer, “Ebert Talks at Two Forums,” The Daily Illini, 13 Feb. 1965. 
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we will not be pushed,’”28 Ebert passionately proclaimed in his 
student newspaper, the Daily Illini. Undeniably, Ebert possessed a 
powerful conviction for social justice, and when he fell into film 
criticism by the end of the decade, he brought this sense of 
activism with him. In a four-star review, he declared The Graduate 
“the funniest American comedy of the year…not because of sight 
gags and punch lines and other tired rubbish, but because it has a 
point of view. That is to say, it is against something.”29 In this 
review, Ebert embodied the new role of the American film critic as 
both taste appraiser and tastemaker, championing The Graduate 
for its artistic merit and also pointing to it as a new standard for 
audiences to use to evaluate other movies. Most notably, the crux 
of this review involved its celebration of The Graduate’s attitude 
in opposition to the status quo, epitomizing Ebert and his 
contemporaries’ commitment to realizing the activist potential of 
movies through their own rebellious writing. 
 By the end of the 1960s, American film criticism enjoyed its 
widest audiences to date and a peak in cultural significance, a 
decided transformation from its infantilized and scorned past. 
Describing the nature of this change, Ebert wrote that after 
Twentieth Century-Fox banned critic Judith Crist from its 
screenings due to her negative review of Cleopatra, the 
“development so tickled the public fancy that it became necessary 
for the trendier papers to import or create their own hard-to-please 
reviewers…by the middle years of the decade, any self-respecting 
paper had its own local critic, and everyone [sic] of them had 
studied Kael’s I Lost It at the Movies.”30 As the film critic became 
an established, reputable, and practically required position at most 
publications, American film criticism reached more readers, 
helping to set expectations for American audiences and spurring 
 
28 Terry H. Anderson, The Movement and the Sixties: Protest in America from 
Greensboro to Wounded Knee (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1995), 87. 
29 Roger Ebert, “The Graduate,” Chicago Sun-Times, 26 Dec. 1967. 
30 Roger Ebert, “All Stars: Or, Is There a Cure for Criticism of Film Criticism? Pt. 2,” 
Film Comment (March/April 1990). 
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the public to develop a more sophisticated understanding of 
movies beyond the old, pass-or-fail entertainment model. In 1968, 
Kael, one of the pioneers of this activist generation of critics, 
finally settled into her powerful position at The New Yorker, 
affording her criticisms more weight and influence. Now on equal 
footing with the older, establishment critics of the postwar era, 
Kael focused her attention on Crowther, whose “ideas seemed not 
only arcane and didactic to her, but…also expressly misplaced the 
public’s trust in him by misrepresenting the films and characters in 
them through his own moral compass.”31 Kael viewed Crowther’s 
moral heavy-handedness as particularly egregious, especially since 
he distorted films through the lens of his phony, Old Hollywood 
sensibilities. The unofficial leader of a movement against 
Crowther’s smug pretentiousness, Kael’s critiques led a majority 
of other critics to view Crowther’s work as irrelevant, and The New 
York Times eventually ousted him after a noticeably out of touch 
review of Bonnie and Clyde.32 Despite Kael’s achievement of 
unprecedented critical success, this episode illustrated Kael’s 
activist-like dedication to rooting out what she viewed as the 
falseness of American film culture. Her brand of passionate and 
audience-centered criticism became the critical standard. 
 In contrast to Crowther’s ill-fated critique, Kael’s own 
review of Bonnie and Clyde demonstrated her genre-defining 
knack for speaking to and setting political tastes in American 
movie culture. Summarizing the general complaints detractors 
lodged against both Bonnie and Clyde and The Graduate, Mark 
Harris noted that both “were morally contemptible, smirky, and 
ripe for dismissal in the same language that critics on the right used 
when they wanted to write off hippies, political militants, campus 
organizers, and war protesters as nothing more than 
exemplifications of youthful laxity and bad manners.”33 Rather 
than addressing these political critiques (themselves evidence of 
 
31 Roberts, The Complete History of American Film Criticism, 176. 
32 Ibid., 179. 
33 Harris, Pictures at a Revolution, 392. 
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the transformation of American film criticism from entertainment 
puff pieces to intellectual works preoccupied with the political 
implications of movie-going) from the perspective of a pundit from 
the opposing political viewpoint, Kael framed her responses in 
terms of American culture in general. In her breakout review of 
Bonnie and Clyde, Kael supported the film’s noteworthy and 
heavily criticized violence, writing “[t]asteful suggestions of 
violence would at this point be a more grotesque form of comedy 
than ‘Bonnie and Clyde’ attempts. ‘Bonnie and Clyde’ needs 
violence; violence is its meaning…conveying…how…the 
irrelevant ‘innocent’ bystander, can get it full in the face.”34 In this 
review, Kael attempted to convince moviegoers of the artistic 
value of Bonnie and Clyde’s violence in helping to understand the 
turmoil of the decade. Kael’s unique brand of activism, evident in 
this piece, transcended the political debates of the time (though she 
certainly participated in those too, from a left-leaning perspective) 
because her preoccupations involved cinematic aesthetics, though 
she understood how these aesthetics in turn shaped the culture. As 
a result, her brand of activism predominantly focused on 
influencing movies and their audiences. Throughout the 1960s, 
Kael, like her like-minded contemporaries, leveraged her film 
criticism to expand the public’s movie-going sensibilities, acting as 
a watchdog to warn us whenever, as she wrote in her review of 
Bonnie and Clyde, “we’ve become the butt of the joke.”35 
 The start of the 1970s ushered in a new era of American 
cinema, an era long heralded by the movie-mad critics who fought 
for and assumed a considerable degree of cultural power by the 
end of the 1960s. By explaining filmmaking trends and theories 
and bashing the false morality of Old Hollywood, the critics of the 
1960s prepared audiences for, and taught them to demand, rougher 
and more complicated movies like Easy Rider or The Godfather. 
Amid the influx of the realistic, complicated, and moving films of 
 
34 Kael, “‘Bonnie and Clyde.’” 
35 Ibid. 
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this New Hollywood, Kael commented positively on what she 
viewed as “‘a new open-minded interest in examining American 
experience’” which did not need to supply “‘reassuring smiles or 
self-righteous messages.’”36 Analyzing the state of film discourse 
during this time, political scientist Jonathan Kirshner noted:  
 
These were movies to talk about, and fight about, and 
accordingly it was also the decade when the critics mattered. 
An ambitious cohort of film critics, shaped by new 
sensibilities, expectations, and experiences, led a tumultuous 
public debate about the movies, their meaning, and their 
relationship with society.37 
 
After spending much of the 1960s working to earn their seat at the 
critics’ table, the activist film critics spent the 1970s enjoying the 
product of their decades-long effort to transform the public’s 
relationship with the movies. Americans now interpreted films as 
art, and the associated reviews received similar attention and 
public discussion. Still, the activist critics refused to rest on their 
laurels. Kael, especially, spent the 1970s cultivating the next 
generation of critics, dubbed the “Paulettes,” whose careers she 
intensely micromanaged. Commemorating the centennial of Kael’s 
birthday, filmmaker (and short-lived Paullete) Paul Schrader 
recalled how the influential critic, ever the activist, would marshal 
her disciples in order to coordinate a nationwide defense of a 
movie she favored: “The phone would ring. Pauline, in that 
passionate, bullying voice, would explain that such-and-such a film 
(La Chinoise, for example) needed our support, and to the 
barricades we’d run.”38 
 
36 Johnathan Kirshner, Hollywood’s Last Golden Age: Politics, Society, and the Seventies 
Film in America (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2012), 88. 
37 Jonathan Kirshner, “When Critics Mattered: Kael, Ebert, and ’70s Film,” Boston 
Review, 1 March 2012. 
38 Paul Schrader, “Paul Schrader Remembers Pauline Kael: ‘She Was My Second 
Mother,’” The Guardian, 13 June 2019. 
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 Ultimately, America’s relationship with the movies shifted 
throughout the 1960s, and this cultural transformation stemmed 
from the activist efforts of film critics seeking to assert the 
legitimacy of their craft and an influence on film culture. In the 
postwar era, newspaper editors relegated any writing about film to 
the gossip columns and funny pages of their publications. Even 
then, this writing often came fresh from Hollywood’s advertising 
presses. As a result, the public lacked respect for film criticism, 
and writers who did participate in the field rarely fought to 
overcome this stigma, preferring to meet Hollywood’s demands for 
promotional plot descriptions and a brief note on the movie’s 
quality. However, in France in the late 1950s, a group of critics 
writing for the Cahiers du Cinema film journal attempted to assert 
movies as a legitimate art medium on par with other forms like 
writing or painting. Compelled to protest the infantilization of their 
work, the Cahiers critics proposed the auteur theory, which 
elevated the director as the sole author of a film and as a result 
elevated the status of their criticism through their firsthand 
experience in the making and theory of the movies. In the United 
States, the emerging generation of film critics, led by writers like 
Andrew Sarris and Pauline Kael, took up the auteur debate in new 
academic journals like Film Quarterly, establishing film criticism 
as a genuine intellectual field. Along with the other pop artists of 
their time, film critics responded to the increasing turmoil and 
unrest of the 1960s by directly addressing and attempting to 
influence the political power of the movies, becoming activists 
against what they deemed the falsity of Old Hollywood fantasies 
that felt phony given the disillusioned realities of events like 
counterculture protests, Vietnam, and a spat of high-profile 
assassinations. Working with filmmakers and other activists, film 
critics helped to dismantle the stifling Production Code, ushering 
in a new era of American cinema. The resulting movies, like 
Bonnie and Clyde, and the new critics of the time, like Roger 
Ebert, worked to make the public more active in film culture, 
eventually leading to the revolutionary New Hollywood of the 
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1970s, which tackled the realities of America in nuanced terms. 
Regardless of the current state of movie reviewing, the self-
actualizing work of activist film critics asserting their cultural 
voice in the 1960s fundamentally altered the public’s expectations 
and hopes for its movies, transforming Americans into more 
mature and active audiences. 
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Revolutionary Environmental Activism: Rachel Carson, 




The environmental revolution is perhaps the most important 
fight in which humanity has participated. Humans need clean air 
and water, access to natural resources, and a stable climate to 
survive, making environmentalism a movement that affects every 
person on Earth. Ever since the Industrial Revolution, when carbon 
emissions began to grow exponentially, individuals have expressed 
their concerns regarding destructive human activity to their 
governments. Importantly, many of those individuals have been 
women. Despite some of the limitations imposed on them due to 
their age, nationality, and/or education, women all over the world 
have spearheaded environmental movements and inspired others to 
do the same. In the modern environmental revolution, three women 
have had a profound impact in their home countries and on an 
international scale; Rachel Carson, Wangari Maathai, and Greta 
Thunberg have each witnessed environmental degradation and 
injustice and taken meaningful action against it. Resultantly, these 
three women catalyzed global, citizen-led environmental 
movements. Carson, Maathai, and Thunberg demand action that is 
necessary for global human survival and ecological health, making 
them a few of the most important women in environmental history. 
 
Rachel Carson: Breaking the Silence  
Rachel Carson, an American author and biologist, is 
frequently credited with igniting the modern environmental 
movement. Carson was born in 1907 in Pennsylvania, and her 
passion for nature began at a very young age; her mother was an 
avid naturalist, and Carson wrote stories about the birds and other 
animals that she and her mother encountered. At the age of ten, 
several of these stories won prizes and were published in literary 
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magazines.1 She continued to write about these creatures 
throughout high school and entered college as an English major. 
However, a required biology course taught by the brilliant 
zoologist Mary Scott Skinker inspired Carson to go beyond just 
writing about animals, prompting Carson to switch to a Biology 
major during her junior year.2 After finishing college and 
completing graduate studies, Carson worked at the United States 
Bureau of Fisheries (now the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service) and 
began her professional writing career. She published several books 
about the nature of the ocean, and in 1956 wrote “Help Your Child 
to Wonder,” an article describing the importance of ensuring every 
child learns about their surrounding environment.3 In the late 
1950s, she became aware of an ecological disturbance on the East 
coast: a sudden increase in the deaths of many popular birds. 
Peregrine falcons, ospreys, and even emblematic American bald 
eagles were suddenly dying. Olga Huckins, a friend of Rachel 
Carson, connected the birds’ deaths to the increased use of DDT, a 
synthetic pesticide. Huckins wrote to The Boston Herald and said 
“the ‘harmless’ shower bath [of DDT] killed seven of our lovely 
songbirds outright,” and claimed “for those who stand helplessly 
on the Earth, it is intolerable.”4 Carson encouraged colleagues in 
her scientific community to research the issue but found many of 
them unwilling. The United States Department of Agriculture 
promoted DDT as completely safe, and millions of Americans used 
it to protect their crops from harmful insects.5 Despite DDT’s 
federal approval and widespread use, Carson took it upon herself 
to investigate the mass avian deaths. This led to Carson’s 1962 
publication of Silent Spring, a landmark book that documents and 
explains the effects of DDT and other pesticides and illuminates 
 
1 Linda J. Lear, “Carson, Rachel Louise (1907-1964): Writer and Scientist,” American 
National Biography, 1 Feb. 2000. 
2 Erdős László, Green Heroes: From Buddha to Leonardo DiCaprio (New York, NY: 
Springer International Publishing, 2020). 
3 László, Green Heroes. 
4 Olga Huckins, “Evidence of Havoc by Air Spraying,” The Boston Herald, 29 Jan. 1958. 
5 Mark Stoll, “Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring,” Environment & Society, 1 Feb. 2020. 
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the concepts of biomagnification and ecological cycles to everyday 
audiences.6  
The publication of Silent Spring is important in 
environmental history because it exposed how the United States 
government chose to ignore evidence-based science. In the 
beginning of the book, Carson details how many people believed 
DDT was harmless because it was used during World War II to 
prevent the spread of lice without any “immediate ill effects” 
experienced by its users. However, that was DDT in powder form. 
When it is concentrated in an oil to be sprayed as a pesticide, 
Carson argues it “is definitely toxic.”7 In her book, Carson clearly 
explains why DDT is harmful to animals and details how the 
accumulation of DDT in the environment kills birds and weakens 
their eggshells. This came as a shock to most Americans, as they 
were assured by the government that DDT was harmless. It was 
sprayed near their homes and on farms, protecting America’s food 
sources from insects.8 Carson’s scientific exposé of the agricultural 
industry’s use of synthetic pesticides not only brought the public’s 
attention to the importance of the issue, but also caused her to 
become the target of political criticism. 
Silent Spring brought Carson into the political spotlight very 
quickly. Immediately after the book’s publication, President John 
F. Kennedy asked the President’s Science Advisory Committee to 
investigate the claims made in the book, and a year later in 1963, 
released a report that validated Silent Spring.9 The issue was 
instantly divisive in American politics. On one side, conservative 
politicians were eager to attack and discredit Carson, as their 
constituents were often farmers who relied on DDT and they 
themselves were connected to the agricultural industry in some 
way. On the other side, liberal senators and representatives were 
concerned with the government declaring pesticides to be safe 
 
6 László, Green Heroes. 
7 Rachel Carson, Silent Spring (New York, NY: Fawcett Crest Books, 1962). 
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while Carson argued otherwise. So, they called for a congressional 
hearing in which Carson testified on June 4, 1963.10 While 
defending Silent Spring, she said, “[N]ow we are receiving sharp 
reminders that our heedless and destructive acts enter into the vast 
cycles of the earth and in time return to bring hazard to ourselves. 
The problem you have chosen to explore is one that must be 
resolved in our time.”11 The pesticide industry, valued at 300 
million dollars in 1962, immediately perceived Carson as a threat 
and opposed any action to restrict DDT or other synthetic 
pesticides.12 In 1964, the National Agricultural Chemical 
Association poured at least twenty-five thousand dollars into a 
public relations venture. They released advertisements, pamphlets, 
and letters to the editor in several major newspapers, describing the 
safety and necessity of using chemicals to produce food.13 Two 
chemists, Thomas Jukes and Robert White-Stevens, even spread 
misinformation about bird populations to discredit Carson. In the 
Audubon Society’s annual Christmas Bird Count published in 
American Birds, they wrote that the robin population “over which 
Miss Carson despairingly cries requiem as they approach 
extinction, show an increase of nearly 1200% over the past two 
decades.” This simply was not true.14 
 Rachel Carson died in 1964 after a protracted battle with 
breast cancer.15 Although she was gone, the impact of Silent Spring 
remained, and politicians and organizations continued to disparage 
her postmortem. Decades after she passed, major publications like 
Forbes, The Washington Times, and The National Review ran 
articles attacking Silent Spring.16 Further, in the early 1970s, the 
World Health Organization (WHO) stopped spraying DDT to 
 
10 Ibid. 
11 Rachel Carson, “Rachel Carson’s Statement Before Congress, 1963” (Rachel Carson 
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13 Stoll, “Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring.” 
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exterminate mosquitoes carrying malaria. Although WHO did so 
because research was showing mosquitoes were developing a 
resistance to DDT, many world leaders jumped on the opportunity 
to say that Carson inspired WHO to stop using DDT. These leaders 
vilified Carson for creating unnecessary controversy and blamed 
her for an increase in malaria deaths since DDT was no longer 
used.17 This is one of many examples that demonstrate how 
determined some leaders were to silence the truth Carson revealed.  
Despite the political chaos surrounding Carson, her work 
resulted in meaningful change. Congressional committees, 
pressured by the concerned readers of Silent Spring, began 
investigating DDT and other pesticides. Their harmful effects were 
confirmed, and by 1975, each toxic chemical Carson named in her 
book was either banned or severely restricted.18 In addition to 
securing important ecological protections and restrictions, 
Carson’s work inspired decades of environmental debates. Not 
only did the book itself reveal the true risks of using DDT and 
other chemicals, but the attempts made to discredit the book 
showed Americans that environmental scientists were a force to be 
reckoned with. As much as the National Agricultural Chemical 
Association tried to promote DDT’s safety, people were beginning 
to realize the extent of the misinformation. Ultimately, Carson’s 
most important impact was that people started to question what the 
government considered safe for the environment. If these 
pesticides are actually harmful, what else is the government 
misleading people about? This skepticism encouraged people to 
listen to scientific evidence and think independently before 
accepting what the government said. Rachel Carson was the first 
leader in the environmental revolution in the United States and 
inspired citizens worldwide to seek out the truth about things that 
affected their environment and health. Carson exposed that the 
government was more concerned with profit than protection, and in 
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her thorough defense of her findings, she began a lasting 
environmental movement in the United States. 
 
Wangari Maathai: Starting with Her Roots  
The work of Wangari Maathai, an environmental and 
political activist, is known far beyond the borders of her home 
country of Kenya. She was the first African woman to win the 
Nobel Peace Prize, and she founded the Greenbelt Movement, a 
campaign that encouraged tree planting and environmental 
conservation. Maathai was born in 1940 in Ihithe, a small village 
in the highlands of Kenya. In her 2007 memoir Unbowed, Maathai 
said that she “was born as an old world was passing away.”19 She 
quickly became familiar with the policies that British colonial 
rulers created to limit native Kenyans’ access to land and natural 
resources. For example, colonists razed swaths of forest to set up 
enormous plantations. In order to force Kenyans to provide labor, 
they instituted a tax system and created a currency so that Kenyans 
would have to work to be able to afford the taxes.20 Additionally, 
colonial rulers took advantage of the fact that Kenyans did not 
believe anyone could own any land and began giving parcels of the 
fertile highlands to British settlers while forcing Kenyan tribes into 
crowded native reserves.21 Kenya gained independence in 1963 
while Maathai was attending university in the United States, but 
they continued to enforce colonial land tenure practices. Kenyan 
tribes, like Maathai’s own Kikuyu, were forced to share a 
designated native reserve where competition for resources 
increased as populations grew and people claimed particular areas 
for their families. Wealthier Kenyans and British settlers who 
remained in Kenya maintained possession of the highlands, which 
are much more productive than the native reserves in the 
 
19 Wangari Maathai, Unbowed: A Memoir (New York: Random House, Inc., 2007), 7. 
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lowlands.22 Throughout her childhood and early adulthood, 
Maathai witnessed the conflict and environmental injustice that 
occurred under the colonial system.  
Maathai’s activism first began when she became a professor 
at the University of Nairobi. When she realized that the 
university’s benefits only applied to her male colleagues, Maathai 
attempted to unionize the faculty so women could receive the same 
benefits.23 This was an especially bold move, as the university’s 
chancellor, Jomo Kenyatta, was also the president of Kenya.24 This 
was the first of many moves Maathai made for women to become 
revolutionaries. Maathai’s activism then shifted to environmental 
issues as she volunteered much of her time at the United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP), headquartered in Nairobi. 
Maathai reflected that “a whole different world opened up to [her]” 
when she began working with the program, and that over her ten 
years of involvement with UNEP “it almost became [her] second 
full-time career.”25 During her research and fieldwork, Maathai 
realized how much Kenya’s landscape had changed since her 
childhood. Although she was researching the effect of parasites on 
cattle, she continued to notice the increasing environmental 
decline. Maathai wrote in Unbowed that “Kenya’s and the whole 
region’s livestock industry was threatened more by environmental 
degradation” than by parasites or anything else. She began 
attending meetings held by the National Council of Women of 
Kenya (NCWK) and discovered that the environment was 
deteriorating in more ways than she ever imagined. At that time, 
she realized that “not only was the livestock industry threatened by 
a deteriorating environment, but I, my children, my fellow citizens, 
and my entire country would pay the price.”26 Of the 
 
22 Martin S. Shanguhyia, “Integrating African Traditions in Environmental Control in 
Western Kenya: Contradictions and Failure in Colonial Policy, 1920-1963,” International 
Journal of African Historical Studies 49, no. 1 (2016): 23–52. 
23 Maathai, Unbowed, 115. 
24 Ibid., 116. 
25 Ibid., 120. 
26 Ibid., 124–5. 
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environmental degradation that Maathai learned about or 
personally witnessed, nearly all of it was caused by the 
continuation of colonial land use practices. Densely forested areas 
that performed many ecological services had been razed to make 
room for tea and coffee plantations; areas that previously produced 
food for Kenyans now produced cash crops to be exported; and, 
native Kenyans still did not have access to the most fertile soils in 
the highlands. In the 1960s, it was estimated that 10% of Kenyans 
owned one-third of the arable land, and one out of eight Kenyans 
was completely landless.27 As she pondered the lack of resources 
and the increasing environmental inequality many Kenyans 
experienced, Maathai simply asked herself, “[W]hy not plant 
trees?”28 
Planting trees would help solve many environmental issues, 
but from her own experience and wisdom, Maathai knew it was no 
simple task. Encouraging people all over the country to plant trees 
would require organization, national attention, and, most 
importantly, local support. Through her work at UNEP, Maathai 
saw how national non-governmental organizations (NGOs) failed 
to effectively assist Kenyans, because NGOs simply did not 
understand what they were doing. Maathai wrote in her memoir 
Unbowed, “[Y]ou may think you are doing the right thing, but in 
the local context, you are completely off track.”29 After 
encountering many difficulties starting her own environmental 
initiative working with the poor, she received support from the 
NCWK, whose ties to the United Nations helped Maathai formally 
begin the Greenbelt Movement in 1977.30 Importantly, the 
Greenbelt Movement mobilized the planting of trees by women, 
many of whom succeeded in this role because of their gardening 
skills and time at home. 
 
27 Shanguhyia, “Integrating African Traditions.” 
28 Maathai, Unbowed, 129. 
29 Ibid., 133. 
30 Ibid., 132. 
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The first seven trees were planted in Nairobi with a formal 
ceremony, marking the beginning of a national campaign to plant 
trees and revitalize Kenya’s environment. As helpful as this 
support was, Maathai needed to contextualize the movement for 
the people of small, destitute villages. Kenyans with lower 
incomes could not appreciate the long-term importance of planting 
trees when they were struggling to simply survive in the short-
term. To address this issue, The Greenbelt Movement (under 
Maathai’s direction) established tree nurseries all over the country 
where Kenyan villagers would receive free seedlings. For each 
year the trees survived, the villagers would be compensated with a 
small amount of money.31 This combined approach ensured that 
the movement had international attention, national support, and 
local cooperation. Among Kenyan tribes, women typically stayed 
at home while men tended to livestock or hunted, so it was 
primarily women who cared for the trees and collected the 
compensation. Further, the Greenbelt Movement became 
politically active in later years. When Karura Forest near Nairobi 
was at risk of being destroyed to make room for urban 
development, the Greenbelt Movement led demonstrations and 
garnered international support for its protection. While these 
actions made Maathai an enemy of the Kenyan government, the 
movement saved Karura Forest, which still stands as a freely 
accessible woodland.32 Finally, Maathai’s most important impact 
through The Greenbelt Movement was empowering women to be 
environmental stewards. In East Africa and many other parts of the 
world, women have the most potential to inspire sustainability; 
they are the ones collecting firewood, raising crops, and 
occasionally caring for livestock. Importantly, they impart their 
ways of living onto their children. The Greenbelt Movement taught 
women the importance of maintaining a healthy environment and 
gave them the ability to personally benefit from tree planting. 
 
31 László, Green Heroes.  
32 Ibid. 
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The results of Maathai and the Greenbelt Movement are 
recognized by environmentalists across Africa and all over the 
world. The movement “established thousands of nurseries, 
mobilized hundreds of thousands of participants, and planted tens 
of millions of trees” in Kenya.33 Not only does this help restore 
forests and replenish natural resources for Kenyans, it also taught 
Kenyans the importance of maintaining a sustainable environment 
to prevent drought, resource depletion, and environmental 
injustice. Planting trees for monetary compensation continues 
today and has expanded into several surrounding East African 
countries. The Greenbelt Movement challenged the land tenure 
practices leftover from the colonial period and prevented countless 
forested areas from further destruction. As the effects of climate 
change become more and more tangible in East Africa, the 
importance of Maathai’s work is more relevant than ever. 
 
Greta Thunberg: Small Strikes for a Big Difference  
Swedish climate activist Greta Thunberg is perhaps the most 
recognizable environmental revolutionary of the twenty-first 
century. She is the face of the most recent wave of 
environmentalist activism and inspires school-aged children 
around the world to demand change from their governments before 
it is too late. Seventeen-year-old Thunberg comes from a typical 
family, but interestingly, she is related to Svante Arrhenius, a 
scientist who won the Nobel Prize in chemistry in 1903 and 
developed a model of human-driven climate change.34 Thunberg 
said she first became aware of the global climate crisis at eight 
years old and was alarmed by the fact that seemingly no one else 
was concerned. During a 2018 speech in London, she said that “[If 
climate change] was really happening, we wouldn’t be talking 
about anything else…if burning fossil fuels was so bad that it 
 
33 Jamie Betchel and Wanjira Mathai, “The Legacy of Wangari Maathai: Women as 
Green Agents of Change,” The Huffington Post, 17 Oct. 2012. 
34 Brian Shelton, “Greta Thunberg: What Does the Teenage Climate Change Activist 
Want?,” BBC News, 28 Feb. 2020. 
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threatened our very existence, how could we just continue like 
before?”35 In the same speech, Thunberg explained that the way 
she perceives the world with Asperger’s Syndrome was part of her 
motivation to take action. She said, “I think in many ways we 
autistic are the normal ones and the rest of the people are pretty 
strange. They keep saying that climate change is an existential 
threat…yet carry on just like before.” Because she perceives the 
world in a black and white way, Thunberg said, “There are no grey 
areas when it comes to survival. Either we go on as a civilization 
or we don’t.”36 As a young teenager, Thunberg became 
increasingly overwhelmed by climate change and humanity’s bleak 
future.  
 To combat these feelings, Thunberg began utilizing school 
strikes to generate attention for the climate crisis. At her first 
school strike in August 2018, she sat outside of the Swedish 
parliament with flyers, demanding that her country complied with 
the guidelines set forth by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC). In defense of her strike, she said “[W]hat is the 
point of learning facts within the school system when the most 
important facts given by the finest science of that same school 
system clearly mean nothing to our politicians and our society?”37 
She makes it abundantly clear that swift action is needed now, and 
instigating school strikes is the best way she can make her voice 
heard. While Thunberg demanded attention from her government, 
it was never her aim to become a political figure; she only wanted 
politicians to listen to the IPCC reports. She said in a February 
2019 Facebook post, “[I]f everyone listened to the scientists and 
the facts that I constantly refer to, then no one would have to listen 
to me or any of the other hundreds of thousands of schoolchildren 
 
35 Greta Thunberg, “Almost Everything Is Black and White,” in No One Is Too Small to 
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on strike.”38 Despite this, world leaders have violently criticized 
Thunberg and frequently belittled her for being a child. Thus far, 
she has withstood the criticism and believes that this negative 
attention indicates her school strikes are working.39 
 Thunberg’s environmental activism extends far beyond 
school strikes in her home country of Sweden. For example, she 
goes on international tours to speak at and participate in climate 
rallies and conferences, with her most notable speeches at United 
Nations climate summits. In her commitment to combating climate 
change, she travels as sustainably as she can; when the United 
Nations COP25 summit suddenly changed locations, Thunberg 
took a two-week sailing voyage to Madrid rather than flying.40 She 
is an inspiration to many as she speaks the truth and leads by 
example. Thunberg’s ambition is to halt climate emissions, and in 
her speeches, she constantly refers to the most recent IPCC report. 
This report states that humanity is approximately eleven years 
away from “[setting] off an irreversible chain reaction beyond 
human control.”41 Thunberg repeats this fact in almost every one of 
her speeches; she is intentionally repetitive to emphasize the 
utmost importance of listening to the best available science. By 
inserting few of her own opinions and echoing what climate 
scientists have found, Thunberg is the loudest voice in the current 
environmental revolution.  
 Thunberg has generated incredible results since her first 
school strike two years ago. She has personally gone on a school 
strike every Friday for almost 100 consecutive school weeks and 
has inspired millions of students around the world to do the same.42 
Young people around the world are coming together to demand 
 
38 Greta Thunberg, “I’m Too Young to Do This,” in No One Is Too Small to Make a 
Difference (Stockholm, Sweden: Penguin Books, 2019). 
39 Shelton, “Greta Thunberg: What Does the Teenage Climate Change Activist Want?” 
40 Simon Evans and Josh Gabbatiss, “COP25: Key Outcomes Agreed at the UN Climate 
Talks in Madrid,” CarbonBrief, Dec. 2019. 
41 Greta Thunberg, “You’re Acting Like Spoiled, Irresponsible Children,” in No One Is 
Too Small to Make a Difference (Stockholm, Sweden: Penguin Books, 2019). 
42 Shelton, “Greta Thunberg: What Does the Teenage Climate Change Activist Want?” 
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action from governments, whose negligence places their future at 
risk. Thunberg’s impact has been so great that she was named the 
2019 Person of the Year by Time magazine. The editors argued 
that Thunberg “has succeeded in creating a global attitudinal shift, 
transforming millions of vague, middle-of-the-night anxieties into 
a worldwide movement calling for urgent change.”43 This 
worldwide movement is extremely tangible. For example, in 
September 2019, more than four million students in 161 countries 
participated in a “Fridays for Future” strike, demonstrating the 
international concern that many young people share.44 Clearly, 
Thunberg is not alone in her concern for the climate crisis.  
One important result of Thunberg’s work is that she inspires 
young people, especially girls, to begin Fridays for Future strikes 
in their own communities. In the United States, climate activist 
Xiye Bastida proclaims that “[W]herever you are, the climate crisis 
is affecting everyone, everywhere.”45 In South Africa, seventeen-
year-old Ayakha Melithafa advocates for more people of color 
becoming involved in fighting climate change and even 
represented South Africa at the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of a Child.46 There are dozens of other Greta Thunbergs in 
dozens of other nations, demonstrating the confidence Thunberg 
has given young women to demand better protection for their 
futures. Finally, another important result of Thunberg’s work is 
that politicians are beginning to feel the pressure from the Fridays 
for Future movement. Michael Gove, British parliamentarian and 
environmental secretary, admitted to Thunberg that he felt guilty 
after she gave a speech in London. Gove said to Thunberg, 
“[W]hen I listened to you, I felt great admiration, but also 
 
43 Charlotte Alter, Suyin Haynes, and Justin Worland, “Time 2019 Person of the Year: 
Greta Thunberg,” TIME, 23 Dec. 2019. 
44 Aylin Woodward, “Greta Thunberg Turns 17 Today. Here’s How She Started a Global 
Climate Movement in Just 18 Months,” Business Insider, 3 Jan.2020. 
45 Marlene Cimons, “Meet Xiye Bastida, America’s Greta Thunberg,” Peril & Promise, 
19 Sep. 2019. 
46 Tessa Knight, “Cape Town teen climate activist Ayakha Melithafa takes drought to 
the UN," Maverick Citizen, 26 Sep. 2019. 
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responsibility and guilt. I am of your parents’ generation, and I 
recognise that we haven’t done nearly enough to address climate 
change and the broader environmental crisis that we helped to 
create.”47 While Thunberg’s ultimate goal of halting climate 
emissions remains unmet, she has ignited a global call for action 
that the next generation will heed for years to come.  
 
Where Do We Go From Here?  
These three women have had an incredible influence on the 
modern environmental revolution, with their impacts extending far 
beyond their individual movements and home countries. Rachel 
Carson ignited the environmental movement in the United States, 
and her book Silent Spring managed to expose dozens of 
destructive practices while constantly being criticized and 
discredited. Wangari Maathai empowered women in Kenya and 
around the world to take environmental action into their own 
hands, and through the Greenbelt Movement made it possible for 
people to benefit from caring for their environment. Greta 
Thunberg inspired millions of students and young women to speak 
up for themselves and demand action from their governments to 
ensure that their futures are not threatened by environmental 
collapse. The work of these women began and contributed to a 
revolution that affects every person on Earth.  
 In history, Carson, Maathai, and Thunberg will be 
remembered in one of two ways. They will be known for being 
revolutionaries that motivated humanity to stop destroying our 
environment, or for being three alarm calls that went unheeded. As 
environmental degradation and climate change rapidly destroy our 
planet, it is up to us to decide what to do. We can ignore their 
actions and face irreversible environmental degradation, or we can 
change our ways to protect the one Earth we all share. These 
 
47 Jonathan Watts, “The Greta Thunberg Effect: At Last, MPs Focus on Climate Change,” 
The Guardian, 2020. 
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women are part of the environmental revolution’s beginning, and 
their true impact can only be measured at the end.  
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Queer In/visibility: Gay Men’s and Lesbians’ Experiences of 
Persecution in Nazi Germany 
 
Tegan A. Smith 
 
When the Nazis came to power in 1933, they eliminated what 
Robert Beachy describes as “the world’s most vibrant and public 
homosexual culture.”1 Germany boasted the first openly gay man, 
the first gay rights organization under famous sexologist Magnus 
Hirschfeld, and the “first legislative debate over the sodomy law 
repeal.”2 It has also been argued that Germany was the first place 
where an identity based on sexual orientation emerged. The word 
“homosexuality,” coined in 1869, is a German invention. Germany 
created the concept of homosexuality in the mid-nineteenth century 
through the “collaboration of Berlin’s medical scientists and sexual 
minorities.”3 There was also sustained public discourse about and 
defense for homosexuality after its inception, resulting in the 
popularization of the term. Pre-World War I Germany saw support 
for the gay rights movement from the liberal press and Social 
Democratic Party.4 Additionally, before 1907, the Berlin police 
“turned a surprisingly blind eye” to gay meeting places. This 
allowed people of a range of gender identities and sexual 
orientations to gather in bars and clubs to engage in public debates 
with the scientific and medical community.5  
Post-World War I Germany was also connected to the gay 
rights movement. Though homosexuality was still technically 
criminalized and socially stigmatized, there were increases in gay 
 
1 Robert Beachy, “The German Invention of Homosexuality,” Journal of Modern History 
82, no. 4 (December 2010): 837. 
2 Christopher Capozzola, “Almost Revolutionary,” Gay and Lesbian Review vol. XXII, 
no. 2. (2015): 47. 
3 Beachy, “The German Invention,” 804. 
4 Laurie Marhoefer, Sex and the Weimar Republic: German Homosexual Emancipation 
and the Rise of the Nazis (Toronto, Canada: University of Toronto Press, 2015), 22. 
5 Capozzola, “Almost Revolutionary,” 47. 
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activism and sexology research.6 Art and culture remained 
important outlets for queer communities, as did meeting spaces 
like bars, clubs, and pubs. People also established magazines, 
periodicals, and other print media, which were typically safer and 
easier to access than public meeting spaces. These publications 
presented information about gay, lesbian, and trans subcultures, 
which helped people explore their sexuality with less social stigma, 
fear, and shame than if they were to meet in public.7 However, the 
Third Reich brought significant changes to homosexual organizing, 
visibility, and culture. Nazi policies snowballed from closing queer 
meeting spaces to making Paragraph 175, a provision of the 
German criminal code that criminalized male same-sex relations, 
more severe, to persecuting and murdering gay men, as well as 
increasing denunciations against lesbians and gender non-
conforming women. The Nazis aimed to erase all people whom 
they classified as racially inferior, including “those marked as 
sexually other.”8 
This paper will attempt to understand why gay men and 
lesbians were considered inimical to the ideals and goals of the 
Nazi regime—and what resulted from this classification. The 
lenses of gender and sexuality help to uncover why and how gay 
men and lesbians were targeted and how they were treated during 
the Third Reich. Like gender, sexuality informs one’s subjectivity 
and shapes one’s way of being in the world. Sexuality is an 
integral part of one’s personhood due to its influence on one’s 
thoughts, desires, passions, and self-conceptions. For these 
reasons, I aim to study how gender and sexuality impacted gay 
men’s and lesbians’ experiences before and during the Holocaust, 
what characterized their mistreatment, and how Nazi ideology 
enabled their persecution.  
 
6 Marhoefer, Sex and the Weimar Republic, 31. 
7 Ibid., 68–70. 
8 William J. Spurlin, Lost Intimacies: Rethinking Homosexuality under National 
Socialism (New York, NY: Peter Lang Publishing, Inc., 2009), 17. 
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I argue that the Nazis wanted to make gay men and lesbians 
invisible from the public sphere because they challenged the 
norms, ideologies, and goals of the Third Reich. Non-conformity 
to Nazi norms, specifically those related to gender and sexuality, 
resulted in varying reasons for, types of, and degrees of 
persecution for gay men and lesbians. To support this argument, I 
will focus primarily on analyzing the ideologies of the Third 
Reich, anti-homosexual mobilization, and how gender and sexual 
orientation impacted a group’s persecution. I will conclude with 
why it is necessary to expand upon this research in genocide 
studies, women’s and gender studies, and queer studies.  
Homophobia was a “technology of Othering” that played a key 
role in buttressing hetero-national masculinity during the Third 
Reich. Practicing or promoting homophobia created an 
emasculated Other that helped heterosexual men “consolidate their 
own hegemonic masculinity.”9 Hegemonic masculinity could only 
be performed by heterosexual men, positing all gay men as 
members of marginalized masculinities. Relatedly, nationalism 
also uses homophobia as a masculine technology of Othering. 
Nationalist movements use homophobia to “distinguish the 
national Self from external enemies and threats to the nation.”10 
Therefore, gay men were the foil to hetero-national masculinity 
because they were not straight, masculine, or racially pure.  
According to the Reich Citizenship Law, a citizen of the 
Reich was “of German or kindred blood who, through his conduct, 
shows that he is both desirous and fit to serve the German 
people.”11 The Nazi racial worldview held that the “German” or 
“Aryan” race possessed characteristics in their blood that, 
according to SS leader Heinrich Himmler, enabled them “to be 
 
9 Koen Slootmaeckers, “Nationalism as Competing Masculinities: Homophobia as a 
Technology of Othering for Hetero- and Homonationalism,” Theory and Society, 48 
(March 2019): 247. 
10 Ibid., 249.  
11 Text of the laws in Jeremy Noakes and Geoffrey Pridham, Nazism 1919–1945: A 
Documentary Reader, vol. 3, Foreign Policy, War and Racial Extermination (Exeter, 
UK: University of Exeter Press, 1988), 535–7. 
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better soldiers, better statesmen, to reach a higher level of culture 
and a higher character [than non-Aryans].”12 Other races 
supposedly lacked these inborn qualities, making them biologically 
inferior. Moreover, since all racial characteristics were 
“transmitted, completely, ineluctably, from one generation to the 
next,” the alleged superiority and purity of Aryan blood would be 
“tainted” by “race-mixing” or by reproducing with “defective” 
Aryans.13 Among the “defective” were homosexuals. Nazis 
believed that “undesirable” outward behavior, like vagrancy, 
alcoholism, prostitution, and homosexuality, were caused by 
biological deficiencies. Accordingly, homosexuals did not fit the 
acceptable behavioral or biological requirements established by 
Nazi race thinking and racial policies. For the Nazis, “hereditarily 
determined” defects in homosexuals’ blood caused an 
“irremediable attitude” that rendered homosexuals undesirous and 
unfit to serve the Aryan race and German nation.14  
The racialization of sexuality delineated who constituted the 
national Self and who was an external enemy. By defining sexual 
Others as racial Others, the category of external enemy expanded, 
and the category of national Self narrowed. The national Self was a 
hypermasculine, non-Jewish, and heterosexual member of the 
Aryan race.15 Gay men were considered an external enemy because 
of the “culture-destroying” traits in their blood; they challenged 
binary gender roles, the reproductive capacity of the nuclear 
family, and the “economic and political well-being of the nation-
state.”16 Furthermore, gay men were seen as a source of social 
 
12 Himmler in a lecture to a Wehrmacht class, “Wesen und Aufgabe der SS und der 
Polizei,” January 1937, in Michalka, Drittes Reich 1, 161–2, quoted in Eric D. Weitz, 
“The Primacy of Race: Nazi Germany,” in A Century of Genocide: Utopias of Race and 
Nation - Updated Edition (Princeton, NJ; Oxford, UK: Princeton University Press, 2013), 
107. 
13 Weitz, “The Primacy of Race,” 106. 
14 Circular, Reich Ministry of Interior, 18 July 1940, quoted in Michael Burleigh and 
Wolfgang Wippermann, The Racial State: Germany 1933–1945 (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991), 182. 
15 Spurlin, Lost Intimacies, 31.  
16 Weitz, “The Primacy of Race,” 107; Spurlin, Lost Intimacies, 33. 
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degeneracy that would threaten the morality, superiority, and 
respectability of the German nation and its people.17 In short, gay 
men were a threat to racial hygiene and gender ideology. They 
were threatening to the Nazis’ nation-building project because of 
their racial “impurity” and failure to perform hetero-national 
masculinity, making them a threat to the homogeneity the Third 
Reich sought to create.18 So although there was no Final Solution 
for gay men as there was for Jews, homophobic violence and terror 
were still integral evils of the Holocaust. 
Homophobia also aided the 1935 expansion of Paragraph 
175, which increased official persecution against gay men. One 
way this was accomplished was through the expansion of what 
constituted a homosexual act. Before the revision of Paragraph 
175, the prosecution needed to prove that penetrative sex acts took 
place in order to convict someone of homosexuality. People in the 
professions, primarily more conservative physicians and lawyers, 
“paved the way for more brutal and official persecution” because 
they were frustrated by how challenging it was to convict someone 
of homosexuality.19 After the revision, any embracing, kissing, or 
touching between two men also counted as homosexual acts.20 In 
the case of one man, just touching someone was enough to get him 
arrested. Karl (last name unknown) was placed under military 
arrest for brushing against a plainclothes SS sergeant while 
walking around a known cruising location for gay men in Breslau, 
Germany.21 Reflecting on his trial, Karl recalls being depicted as a 
 
17 Spurlin, Lost Intimacies, 31. 
18 Ibid., 43. 
19 Geoffrey J. Giles, “Why Bother About Homosexuals?: Homophobia and Sexual 
Politics in Nazi Germany,” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Center for 
Advanced Holocaust Studies, (2001): 8. 
20 Geoffrey J. Giles, “Legislating Homophobia in the Third Reich: The Radicalization of 
Prosecution Against Homosexuality by the Legal Profession,” German History 23, no. 3 
(August 2005): 351.  
21 Jürgen Lemke, Gay Voices from East Germany (Bloomington, IN, Indianapolis, IN: 
Indiana University Press, 1991), 33. 
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“corrupter of German youth, a foreign body in the German race 
that must be eradicated.”22  
The revision of Paragraph 175 also criminalized the 
articulation of homosexual thoughts, feelings, or desires.23 Stefan 
Kosinski’s experience exemplifies the impact of these new 
changes. Kosinski was arrested in 1942 after sending a letter to his 
boyfriend, a German soldier. The letter was intercepted and read 
by the Gestapo, who arrested Kosinski and interrogated him for 
two weeks. Reflecting on his time in interrogation, Kosinski says, 
“They beat me as never before…I couldn’t breathe; I couldn’t 
speak.” Over these two weeks, the Gestapo tried to get Kosinski to 
identify other suspected gay men. He did not know anyone in the 
pictures he was shown, but the Gestapo continued to torture him. 
At the end of these two weeks of torture, Kosinski was charged 
with violating Paragraph 175 and sentenced to five years in 
prison.24 The criminalization of enacted and articulated 
homosexual desires that came with the expansion of Paragraph 175 
reveals that the Nazis wanted to eliminate the acts and identities of 
the homosexual.25 And, as the story of Kosinski suggests, the 
Nazis were willing to go to great lengths to seek out more gay men 
to arrest.  
The revision of Paragraph 175 was just one of the means 
Nazis used to convict 50,000 men of sodomy. Another method was 
Himmler’s establishment of the Reich Central Office for 
Combating Homosexuality and Abortion. A primary task of the 
Central Office was to collect data about men who were “suspected 
of homosexual activities.” Consequently, the Central Office, 
Gestapo, and SS compiled “pink lists,” denunciations, and forced 
confessions that helped them pursue arrests. On some nights, the 
 
22 Ibid., 34.  
23 Spurlin, Lost Intimacies, 31. 
24 Stefan Kosinski, “Under the Shadow of Paragraph 175: Part 2: Stefan Kosinski,” 
interview by Jeffrey Langham, USC Shoah Foundation, 18 May 2015, Visual History 
Archive, https://vhaonline.usc.edu/viewingPage?testimonyID=7200&segmentNumber=0.  
25 Spurlin, Lost Intimacies, 31. 
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Nazis arrested “an estimated 230 men” in a single city.26 This 
suggests how seriously the Nazis pursued the persecution of 
homosexuals. Himmler, one of the most powerful men in the Third 
Reich, believed that gay men were a formidable threat to Nazi 
population policies because of their refusal to procreate and their 
ability to seduce “others into their degenerate lifestyle.”27 He 
pledged to pursue homosexuals in a “‘merciless and pitiless’ 
fashion” so that they would not ruin the nation.28 As a result, from 
1937 to 1940, nearly 95,000 men were arrested “on suspicion of 
homosexual offenses.”29 As mentioned earlier, the Third Reich saw 
50,000 men convicted of sodomy. Some of these men were sent to 
regular prisons, but between 5,000 and 15,000 of them were sent to 
concentration camps, where an estimated two-thirds of them 
died.30  
The imprisonment of homosexuals in concentration camps 
was an important step in the Nazis’ radicalization of the 
persecution of homosexuals. Homosexual inmates, identified by 
the pink triangle on their clothing, were typically at the bottom of 
the camp hierarchy. They were abused by the SS and other 
inmates, who were frequently encouraged or enabled by the SS to 
act on their existing prejudices against homosexuals.31 Moreover, 
homosexual inmates were exploited and tortured by camp officials, 
 
26 W. Jake Newsome, “Homosexuals after the Holocaust: Sexual Citizenship and the 
Politics of Memory in Germany and the United States, 1945–2008,” (PhD diss., The State 
University of New York at Buffalo, 2016): 50. 
27 Ibid., 52. 
28 Radio address by Himmler on the occasion of the Tag der deutschen Polizei 1937 (15 
Jan. 1937), text in Hans Volz, ed., Von der Großmacht zur Weltmacht 1937 (Dokumente 
der deutschen Politik, 5, Berlin, 1938), 235–40, quoted in Giles, Legislating 
Homophobia, 350. 
29 Statistics given in Stümke, Homosexuelle 90, 118–9, quoted in Giles, Legislating 
Homophobia, 350. 
30 Claudia Schoppmann, Days of Masquerade: Life Stories of Lesbians during the Third 
Reich (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), 10. 
31 Wolfgang Röll, “Homosexual Inmates in the Buchenwald Concentration Camp,” 
Journal of Homosexuality 31, no. 4 (18 Oct. 2010): 1. 
145
et al.: Full Issue
Published by Scholar Commons, 2020
 136 
inmates, and doctors.32 This included hard labor, sexualized 
attacks, abuse, and medical experimentation. Some Nazi doctors 
argued that hard labor and discipline in the camps could “cure” 
some of the homosexuals. There were also doctors who promoted 
and performed castration on homosexuals for its alleged curative, 
preventative, and/or punitive purposes.33 Heinz Heger discusses all 
these acts in his first-hand account of the Holocaust, The Men with 
the Pink Triangle.  
Heger was first imprisoned in Sachsenhausen, which he 
refers to as the “‘Auschwitz’ for homosexuals” due to the harsh 
working conditions, frequent torture, and incessant threat of 
violence.34 Heger recalls the inmates with pink triangles being 
“living targets” for the SS who, as Heger says, “ravaged the ranks 
of us gays.”35 According to Heger, the guards and other inmates 
held another level of contempt for the 175ers (people who were 
convicted of violating Paragraph 175). Gay men were relegated to 
their own block of the camp and were destined to “extermination 
through back-breaking labor, hunger and torture.”36 One of 
Heger’s survival strategies in the camps was providing sexual 
favors to a Capo in exchange for more food and “easier and 
nondangerous [sic] work.” Heger continued this arrangement with 
the Capo throughout his transfer to Flossenbürg.37  
Like Heger, Erich (last name unknown) was a 175er who 
survived his imprisonment at Sachsenhausen and Flossenbürg. 
Erich recalls “always and everywhere, in every camp, the hardest 
and shittiest work was reserved for us [homosexuals].”38 For more 
 
32 Doris L. Bergen, “Sexual Violence in the Holocaust: Unique and Typical?” Lessons 
and Legacies VII: The Holocaust in International Perspective, (2006): 183. 
33 Giles, “Why Bother About Homosexuals?: Homophobia and Sexual Politics in Nazi 
Germany,” 15–7. 
34 Heinz Heger, The Men with the Pink Triangle (Boston, MA: Alyson Publications, 
1980), 37. 
35 Ibid., 44. 
36 Ibid., 39. 
37 Ibid., 45. 
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than ten years, Erich was imprisoned in different prisons and 
concentration camps. While the conditions of the camps varied, 
homosexuals faced the worst treatment wherever Erich went. He 
believes this is because “the hierarchy of the triangles was a 
reflection of the outside world.” Homosexuals, the men with pink 
triangles, were “beneath the very lowest,” meaning underneath the 
political offenders, habitual criminals, and Jehovah’s Witnesses.39 
Gay men were a group of people that others could unite against, 
both inside and outside the camps. 
Lesbians had a different persecution experience than gay 
men. To begin, Paragraph 175 did not include the criminalization 
of female same-sex relations. One reason for this is that 
sociological and medical information at the time reported that 
homosexuality was more prominent among men than women.40 
Another reason was that fewer women were “in employment, the 
public, and the state” because this sphere was “reserved for 
men.”41 Therefore, a legal framework that criminalized gay men 
was more pertinent because gay men had more visibility. It was 
assumed that there were more gay men than lesbians and that gay 
men were more likely to have larger and more powerful public 
roles because of their gender. Gay men also met in public more 
frequently than women did, which increased the argument that gay 
men had more degenerative effects on society than lesbians.42 
Additionally, it was assumed that lesbians’ sexuality was 
more malleable and mutable than gay men’s sexuality. According 
to the Reich Minister of Justice, lesbians were more likely to 
assume “normal relations” (i.e., heterosexuality) than gay men.43 It 
was believed that women, regardless of their sexuality, retained 
their “usability in terms of population policy,” meaning they would 
still have heterosexual intercourse and bear children. This reveals 
 
39 Ibid., 21. 
40 Spurlin, Lost Intimacies, 51. 
41 Schoppmann, Days of Masquerade, 11. 
42 Spurlin, Lost Intimacies, 51. 
43 Ibid., 53. 
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the Nazi ideology of sexist supremacy.44 Women were less of a 
political and social threat to the German national community 
because they lacked the same positions of and access to power as 
men. So, as long as lesbians did not undermine the procreative 
capacity of the nuclear family, they were considered less 
dangerous to the nation-building project than gay men. Lesbians 
did not experience systematic persecution comparable to gay men 
because lesbians were considered less of a threat to Nazi gender 
ideology and the nation at large. This resulted in different degrees 
of and forms of persecution.  
Lesbians were not systematically persecuted to the same 
extent as gay men; however, as Samuel Huneke argues, limiting 
our understanding of queer experiences during the Holocaust to 
persecution or tolerance is insufficient. To support this argument, 
Huneke analyzes four criminal police files from Berlin that contain 
the denunciations of eight women. Sometimes these denunciations 
were made because of the denouncers’ “genuine dislike of female 
homosexuality,” while others had separate motivations.45 For 
example, in an attempt to regain control of her daughter’s life, Frau 
Anna Klopsch denounced “her daughter and her daughter’s alleged 
lover” for being in a lesbian relationship. However, the criminal 
case was dropped because same-sex relations were not illegal 
between women.46 What is most interesting about this case, like 
the three others Huneke discusses, is that even though the 
denunciations and interrogations revealed that the women were 
lesbians, law enforcement ruled that no illicit acts took place. In 
fact, seven of the eight women discussed in the four cases were 
lesbians. This is particularly important considering one woman 
was Jewish, one was a known sex worker, and another was 
 
44 Schoppmann, Days of Masquerade, 17. 
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mentally impaired—all additional factors that could have sent them 
to concentration camps.47 
One of Huneke’s most interesting conclusions resulting from 
his analysis of these cases is his adoption of Jacques Derrida’s 
definition of tolerance: “‘scrutinized hospitality.’”48 This suggests 
that although these women were not criminally charged, they were 
still policed by their family members, loved ones, strangers, and 
themselves. The Third Reich cultivated a culture of denunciations 
that was dangerous for lesbians because they could lose their 
“social capital” if denounced.49 The women of the four criminal 
cases were terrified of being charged and consistently denied 
homosexual desires or feelings, even in the face of contradictory 
evidence.50 Yet, law enforcement did not pursue these cases. Due 
to the small sample size, these records are by no means 
representative of all lesbians’ experiences with law enforcement 
under the Third Reich. However, these cases are valuable in that 
they reflect the breadth of lesbians’ experiences and the challenges 
and inadequacies of categorizing groups as being either persecuted 
or tolerated. Tolerance is a limited category that fails to measure 
how society’s views impact people’s quality of life. Tolerance can 
mean indifference, acceptance, or even persecution. Furthermore, 
it is particularly challenging to argue that lesbians were tolerated 
when some of them faced criminal charges and were sent to 
concentration camps.  
Lesbians were not as likely to be persecuted for their 
sexuality alone, as men often were. Non-conformity to gender 
norms had a significant influence on their experience of 
persecution, especially if their non-conformity challenged Nazi 
ideology or the gender/sexual politics of the Third Reich.51 As a 
 
47 Ibid., 53. 
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result, many lesbians evaded persecution by performing 
conventional femininity. Lesbians entered heterosexual marriages, 
had children, quit their jobs, and avoided masculine gender 
presentations.52 Elisabeth Zimmermann utilized some of these 
survival strategies to avoid persecution. After a three-year 
relationship with a woman, Zimmermann married a man. 
However, Zimmermann still defined her life before and during her 
marriage as “the long period of secrecy.” She recalled her days 
being marred by “repression, not letting anyone notice [her] true 
nature, or else [she] would have ended up in a concentration 
camp.”53 Although heterosexual marriage provided some sense of 
security, it did not quell all of Zimmermann’s concerns. She still 
had to police her desires, actions, and identity to evade 
persecution.  
The lives of Freia Eisner and Annelise W., or “Johnny,” also 
reveal how lesbians attempted to escape persecution. However, 
these women differed from Zimmermann because they were 
gender non-conforming, unmarried, and more involved in Berlin’s 
lesbian subcultures. Eisner went to lesbian bars and clubs in Berlin 
in 1931, the same year 15-year-old Johnny started attending.54 
Both women enjoyed being a part of the lesbian subcultures, 
though they observed many changes when Hitler came to power. 
For example, Eisner’s lover was embarrassed to be in public with 
her and feared being noticed due to Eisner’s masculine gender 
presentation. Therefore, Eisner had to “wear more feminine 
dresses” and curl her hair if she and her lover went out in public.55 
Unlike Eisner, Johnny never strayed from her “short, man’s 
haircut” and “tailored suit,” but she saw many of her friends alter 
their appearances and marry men in an attempt to escape 
persecution.56  
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It also became harder for lesbians and gender non-
conforming women to have unchecked access to homosexual 
clubs, bars, and parties. Police raids became increasingly frequent, 
as did club closures and arrests.57 Several of Johnny’s friends were 
arrested by the Gestapo, though there is no evidence that any of 
them were prosecuted as lesbians. However, Johnny remained 
acutely aware of how easily she and her friends could have ended 
up in a concentration camp. One of her lovers, Helene Bartelt, 
spent two years at Ravensbrück where Johnny says, “there were 
many like us.”58 The number of lesbians sent to concentration 
camps is unknown. Many were prosecuted as “asocials,” which 
was a wide category for “socially maladjusted” people.59 This is 
yet another instance of lesbian invisibility within the Third Reich 
that adds to the challenge of researching lesbians, as well as gender 
non-conforming women. 
The experience of lesbians during the Third Reich was 
characterized by repression and erasure. Though lesbians were not 
tried under Paragraph 175 nor taken to camps in numbers 
comparable to gay men, they still experienced violent and non-
violent forms of oppression that were leveled against them because 
of their sexuality and/or gender presentation.60 Lesbians lived in 
fear of being denounced, fired from jobs, arrested, and sent to 
concentration camps. Some tried to avoid persecution by changing 
their gender presentation, marrying men, or even emigrating. 
Living under the Third Reich made it challenging for them to 
freely access lesbian meeting spaces, media, and community, let 
alone develop a positive sexual or self-identity. The same can be 
said for gender non-conforming women who had similar 
experiences of persecution since all women were expected to abide 
by the same population policies and gender norms.61  
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The racialization of sexuality and ideologies of German 
hetero-nationality determined whom the Third Reich considered a 
political and social threat. Gay men were systematically persecuted 
because they were perceived to be a larger threat to the goals and 
ideologies of the Nazi regime whereas the threat of lesbians was 
negligible.62 Gay men were antithetical to the Third Reich because 
they failed to contribute to population growth, could not perform 
hegemonic masculinity, and were wholly incompatible with Nazi 
racial, gender, and sexual ideology. Resultantly, gay men were 
arrested, sent to prison and concentration camps, and murdered in 
greater numbers than lesbians. Lesbians lacked the political and 
social capital to be considered as threatening as gay men because 
of their gender. Women were “subordinate to men,” so if lesbians 
conformed to the Nazis’ feminine ideal and population policies—
and were also not endangered by their ethnicity, race, party 
membership, or ability—they were less likely to experience 
persecution.63 Lesbians’ experiences were more frequently 
characterized by the repression of their identity, fear of 
denunciations, and erasure of their subcultures.  
Ultimately, Nazi norms, ideologies, and goals called for the 
eradication of homosexual identities and (sub)cultures. This 
undoubtedly took a psychological, emotional, physical, and 
intellectual toll on many gay men and lesbians, as suggested by the 
first-hand experiences of the survivors included in this paper. The 
Third Reich limited gay men’s and lesbians’ access to community 
and altered gay men’s and lesbians’ sense of self. Additionally, the 
Nazis’ persecution of gay men “fulfilled genocide criteria” and 
deserves to be recognized as such.64 It is also important to consider 
the ways in which the erasure of queer (sub)cultures during the 
Holocaust might also be classified as a genocidal act. The United 
Nations’ Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the 
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Crime of Genocide (1948) does not currently include cultural 
destruction as an act of genocide, nor does it use gender or 
sexuality to define members of a group that can be targeted for 
destruction.65 As other genocide studies scholars have argued, 
these are two areas of the Convention that warrant reconsideration 
so that more groups are properly recognized and equally protected 
under the law.66 
Going forward, queer studies, women’s and gender studies, 
and genocide studies must do a better job of incorporating, 
challenging, and expanding each other’s bodies of work. More 
research should be done to theorize and analyze how gender and 
sexuality are constructed and constricted by political powers, 
societal pressures, and legal systems. Within Holocaust research, 
there needs to be more work that considers the experiences of 
lesbians, gender non-conforming women, and people of various 
gender identities and sexual orientations. LGBTQ+ people’s 
experiences of genocide speak to broader social, political, and 
systemic oppressions that continue today. Moreover, they can also 
reveal how LGBTQ+ people become bystanders and perpetrators 
themselves. These experiences and the multitude of factors that 
create these experiences ought to be explored if we aspire to 
prevent future genocides and foster acceptance and respect for all 
individuals. 
In conclusion, it is essential to excavate and compile 
LGBTQ+ people’s histories because they reveal the depth and 
breadth of LGBTQ+ experiences while also exposing how 
homophobia and heteronormativity operate within political 
structures, social institutions, and everyday life. Furthermore, they 
expand the growing body of work on the deleterious impacts of 
racialization by providing additional evidence of racialization’s 
nationalistic, imperialistic, and genocidal effects. Historians, 
activists, genocide scholars, and queer theorists must continue to 
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create space for LGBTQ+ people to share their perspectives and 
histories. Hopefully this paper offers a portal for further research 
because history is powerful and necessary. It helps explain, inform, 
and shape the present in numerous ways. Queer history is 
particularly important to research and understand because 
LGBTQ+ people still face invisibility, discrimination, and 
persecution. Genocide studies is equally vital because genocide 
education has the power to widen people’s perspectives, teach 
them compassion, and invest them in ongoing efforts toward 
achieving social justice and protecting human rights. Historical 
research not only raises awareness of the past but can orient us in 
the present toward the future we want to create. Furthermore, 
feminist historical research disrupts master-narratives, combats 
stereotypes, and expands understandings of people’s lived 
experiences and the factors that create those experiences. There are 
many unexcavated perspectives, stories, and communities that 
deserve to be uncovered—along with additional research on what 
social, political, economic, cultural, epistemological, and linguistic 
constraints leave these topics on the margins. However, there must 
be a series of seismic shifts in people’s practices, values, and 
perceptions before this is possible throughout academia. One shift 
in praxis is greater interdisciplinary and transnational research 
accompanied with community outreach and coalition-building. 
Researchers have the power to create new ways of thinking and 
being in the world that promote transformation and liberation for 
all peoples, which will only be strengthened by community 
engagement and civic participation. More scholars who seriously 
consider power differentials, scrutinize their methods of analysis 
and theoretical frameworks, and use their work to promote social 
justice will result in an abundance of politically relevant works that 
can inform public policy, advocacy, and grassroots organizing. 
Feminist historical research is one point of departure for this kind 
of work, especially that which seeks to understand the lives and 
contexts of otherwise marginalized historical actors. Using gender 
and sexuality as categories of analysis to understand the 
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experiences of gay men and lesbians under the Third Reich is one 
among many necessary contributions to feminist historiography, 
though there is always more work to be done. 
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In July 1919, decades of racial tension in Chicago, Illinois 
boiled over when an African American teenager accidentally 
drifted over to the white side of a public beach. The boy, Eugene 
Williams, was stoned and drowned, and when police refused to 
arrest the white beachgoers who killed Williams, fighting erupted 
across the beach and throughout the city. Whites—organized in 
gangs euphemistically named “athletic clubs”—stormed Chicago’s 
“Black Belt,” attacking Blacks and looting their houses. Blacks 
fought back, organizing their own gangs to try and counter the 
threats to their neighborhoods. As the riots continued, the African 
Americans who had come to the city to escape the racism of the 
South watched as their co-workers, employers, and neighbors 
turned against them. Even the Chicago Police Department stood by 
as white mobs burned entire Black neighborhoods to the ground. 
The violence only abated a week later, when the National Guard 
swept in to establish a cordon around the Black Belt, and a 
fortuitous rainstorm sent the “athletic clubs” home. In the end, 23 
Blacks and 15 whites were dead, and relations between the various 
communities of Chicago were forever altered. 
In the 2019 PBS documentary “Red Chicago,” produced to 
commemorate the 100th anniversary of the riots, historian Ed Ayers 
discusses these momentous events and their effects on Chicago 
today. The traditional narrative of a race riot separates all involved 
parties into “whites” and “Blacks,” with no gradations in 
between—just as I did in the previous paragraph. But Ayers’ 
documentary—to its credit—lets us know that this isn’t the whole 
story. Chicago in 1919 was not comprised exclusively of white 
Anglo-Saxons and Blacks fleeing the South. Like any other major 
city, it was populated by a dizzying array of ethnic groups: Irish, 
156





Slavic, Lithuanian, Chinese, Japanese, and more. How did these 
other groups fare during the riot? And how should they be 
remembered in the narratives we continue to create a century later? 
Surprisingly, the primary instigators of the 1919 riot were not 
the Anglo-Saxon Protestants who had long claimed this country as 
their birthright. The instigator title instead fell to the Irish—a 
relatively recent immigrant population who, just a few decades 
before, would not have even been considered “white.” When the 
Irish first emigrated to the US, the prejudices they faced were 
comparable to those experienced by African Americans—who 
could forget, for instance, the “Irish Need Not Apply” signs posted 
by English-origin business owners in the 1870s and 1880s? In a 
better world, this may have helped the Irish and Black 
communities understand each other, enabling them to ally with 
each other in response to Anglo-Saxon dominance. Yet, when the 
riot broke out, the Irish became the chief instrument of white 
supremacy. They formed the “athletic clubs,” stormed the Black 
Belt, and shot at Blacks to drive them out of their homes and 
places of employment. So, what happened? Some might say that 
the virulent racism of the Irish was due to economic anxiety—the 
mass migration of freed Blacks to the Northern cities threatened 
Irish jobs, and the fear that this change engendered quickly curdled 
into hatred. But perhaps there was something even deeper at play. 
Perhaps by “defending the white race”—by committing acts of 
violence and terror in service of a race they weren’t fully part of—
the Irish could finally be accepted as part of that race. Perhaps if 
the Irish fought enough Blacks, Anglo-Saxons would remember 
that the Irish were just as white as they were. To prove your 
whiteness, start a race war—and lead the white side. For what it’s 
worth, the tactic worked: no one would make a distinction between 
“Irish” and “white” today. 
The Irish may have played the most outsize role in the riots, 
but the story of 1919 must include the stories of many other 
peoples too. In those days, Chicago was home to another ethnic 
group who would be considered white today, but certainly wasn’t 
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back then. These were the Central and Eastern Europeans, who 
emigrated to industrial cities like Chicago in search of 
manufacturing jobs. Generally mistrusted, they were relegated to 
the second-worst neighborhoods in the city (with the worst, of 
course, going to the Black community). We don’t get much 
information about them in “Red Chicago”—their fate is one of the 
many fascinating narratives left out of the documentary. What we 
do know is that they were hit hard in the riots, their homes looted 
and destroyed just like those in the Black Belt. Who was 
responsible? Was it the Irish athletic clubs, trying to terrorize 
another group of racial inferiors? Was it the Blacks, trying to fight 
back against the intruding whites but inadvertently attacking an 
entirely different group instead? Was it no one—simply collateral 
damage in a city-wide race war? The documentary doesn’t say, and 
we can probably assume that the true answer was lost amid the 
chaos of the riots. In any case, a position of true neutrality proved 
quite dangerous for this beleaguered quasi-white race. 
Others, however, managed to use their remove from the 
Black-versus-white struggle to positively affect the progress of the 
race riot. Take, for instance, the Chicago photographer Jun Fujita, 
a Japanese American who chronicled the riots for the Chicago 
Evening Post. His pictures—showing the sheer scale of the damage 
wrought by both white and Black Chicagoans engaging in property 
destruction and armed violence—form the backbone of “Red 
Chicago.” And according to the documentary, Fujita’s unique 
racial background gave him the ability to approach the violence 
objectively. “Partly because he was neither white nor black,” 
explained literary historian Liesl Olson, “he was able to get access 
to the violence in ways other people could not.” Since Fujita did 
not harbor an animus against either side of the confrontation, Black 
and white readers would have trusted that his photographs 
resembled reality—enabling the Post, to continue spreading factual 
and important information to the entire city. 
Near the end of “Red Chicago,” community activists describe 
a new project to aid communal remembrance of the 1919 race 
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riots. They aim to place a series of landmarks around the city, each 
one commemorating a Black Chicagoan killed by white mobs. It’s 
a beautiful idea—and no doubt an effective one—but I fear it may 
be missing something. Where are the monuments for the 
Lithuanians and Serbs, caught in the crossfire between white 
attacks and Black counterattacks? What about memorials for men 
like Jun Fujita, who used his outsider status to deliver true and 
trusted accounts of the violence, thereby helping to quell a race 
war partly stoked by sensational journalism? And what about the 
Irishmen, the men who were in some grotesque way driven by their 
own prior persecution to become the chief persecutors in 1919?  
These stories are not part of the traditional narrative of a race 
riot. Even “Red Chicago,” an otherwise comprehensive and 
affecting documentary, only lets us see glimpses of these more 
complex narratives before subsuming everything into an 
overarching Black-versus-white storyline. But we can’t let these 
histories be erased. They shaped the tenor of the riots, and they 
continue to affect the city today. And any attempt to grapple with 
the effects of July 1919 that does not include these stories is 
doomed to failure. 
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Director’s Notes from The Revolutionists Program 
Michael Zampelli, S.J.  
Professor of Theatre and Dance, Santa Clara University 
 
When the Department of Theatre and Dance determined that 
the 2019–2020 season would feature the work of women 
playwrights in order to appropriately celebrate the centenary of 
women’s suffrage in the United States, I chose to submit a piece by 
the wildly popular Bay Area playwright, Lauren Gunderson. The 
Revolutionists arrested me not only because of its reflections on the 
purpose of art and its comingling of contemporary and historical 
issues of justice but also because of the juiciness of the women’s 
roles. I knew that these characters, both comic and dramatic, would 
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be a feast for the young women in our department. I was so very 
excited to collaborate with them in staging what the playwright 
calls “a comedy, a quartet, a revolutionary dream fugue, a true 
story.” 
I cast the play on March 16th, only a few hours before the 
shelter-in-place orders were to take effect. With the move to online 
instruction and the cancellation of large public gatherings, we 
knew that The Revolutionists could not happen—at least not in the 
way that we had anticipated. But all of us involved in the 
enterprise determined that we wanted to at least try to tell this 
story, try to give these characters “a local habitation and a name,” 
try to make whatever offering we could to our various 
communities whose lives were suddenly out of joint.  
So here we find ourselves in a relatively unstable Zoom 
environment in which four intrepid and committed actors in rooms 
of their own (in California, Washington, Maryland, and New York) 
are experimenting with making connections with one another and 
with those willing to spend time with them. At a time when we are 
all hungering and thirsting for communion with one another, they 
invite us to play with them in generating a different kind of 
“presence” than we have come to expect from the theatre. We 
would rather be in the same room with you; there is no question 
about it. But given that that is not possible we reach out to see 
what is possible. In real ways, we (like the characters in the play) 
are living in a “reign of terror” and have a stake in the story they 
tell—a story about becoming more human, about being real, about 
finding one’s voice, about being sisters. After all, “Who are we 
without a story?” 
Thank you for being here. And enjoy the story.
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The historical play The Revolutionists, put on by the Santa 
Clara Department of Theatre and Dance, details the struggle of 
four women during the French Revolution. Many ideas we view as 
axiomatic today, such as political equality for women and freedom 
from traditional gender roles, were subjects of intense debate 
during the time in which these women lived. Even today, such 
ideas have only really been widely accepted for a few decades. 
Modern gender equality is still much more de jure than de facto, 
with unwritten biases pervading every sector of society. The 
women of the French Revolution were incredibly progressive for 
their time and are an often-overlooked aspect of the most important 
event of the early modern period. The play allows audiences to 
view their actions in simultaneously comedic and dramatic lights. 
Ultimately, the women of the French Revolution laid the 
groundwork for generations of future activists, even if, during their 
time, their ideas were left unheard.  
It’s hard to overstate the transformative nature of the French 
Revolution on Western political culture. Practically every tradition 
was up for debate. Revolutionaries openly questioned the authority 
of the Catholic Church (and, more broadly, the legitimacy of the 
Christian faith). With this came the rejection of the divine right of 
kings as the basis for legitimate governance. Inherited titles were 
done away with, and the monarchy’s centuries-long rule was 
replaced by the first French republic.  
While these changes were progressive, the Revolution was 
still a largely bourgeoise-driven phenomenon. Recall the Estates-
General system that preceded the Revolution. The First Estate 
represented the nobility, the Second Estate represented the clergy, 
and the Third Estate represented everyone else. The Third Estate 
itself was primarily represented by the rising upper-middle class. It 
was a political entity dominated by wealthy men. The 
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Enlightenment-driven reforms served to largely further their 
interests, as opposed to those of the broader French populace and, 
importantly, women.  
Paris immediately prior to and during the Revolution was still 
a hotbed of radical ideas bent on upending tradition. With the 
destruction of the throne that had existed since the days of 
Charlemagne came the destruction of the basic assumptions of the 
old European political system. The more radical among the 
Revolutionaries advocated for atheism, proto-socialist concepts, 
and women’s rights.1  
This is where the four protagonists of The Revolutionists 
come into frame: Olympe de Gouges, Charlotte Corday, Marie 
Antoinette, and Marianne Angelle. All four represent different 
aspects of the Revolution, and all four have their own unique story 
to tell. The play mainly consists of dialogue between the four 
protagonists, covering the actions and motives of their historical 
selves. The play regularly intertwines each of their stories, while 
also individually highlighting unique aspects of revolutionary 
France and the people whom the revolution forgot. Their 
perspectives on each other serve to demonstrate the diversity of 
thought between them. 
The character of Olympe de Gouges, played by Lucy Gilbert, 
highlights the vital importance of women to the intellectual life of 
the revolution. Her writing of the Declaration of the Rights of 
Woman and the Female Citizen was a direct response to the 
Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen, the famous civil 
liberties document written by the National Assembly in 1789. This 
document served to legitimate the concept of political equality 
between men and women and emphasized the National Assembly’s 
 
1 Charles A Gliozzo, “The Philosophes and Religion: Intellectual Origins of the 
Dechristianization Movement in the French Revolution,” Church History 40, no. 3 (1971) 
273–83; Nedinska Angelica Donaldson, “Rousseau’s Contributions to Socialism,” 
(Master’s Thesis, Political Science, University of British Columbia, 2014). 
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lack of advancement of women’s rights.2 Her declaration would 
also ultimately get her killed, in real life and in the play, as she was 
executed for her writings by the Jacobins via the guillotine in 1793. 
Her inclusion in the play is well earned as she is one of the most 
influential female intellectual figures of her time.  
The character of Charlotte Corday, played by Juliet Kulusic, 
highlights a more extreme end of female participation in the 
Revolution. She murdered Jean-Paul Marat, an influential Jacobin. 
She was a Girondin sympathizer and viewed Marat as a detriment 
to the revolutionary cause. The Jacobin versus Girondin divide was 
an important part of the Revolution and was largely split along 
geographic lines. The radical intellectual life behind the 
Revolution was centered around the salons of the upper classes of 
Paris, as opposed to the agrarian provincial countryside. As the 
Revolution progressed, some in the French provinces felt that it 
had gone too far. Some revolutionaries simply wanted a 
constitutional monarchy, or their staunch Catholicism made them 
oppose many of the anticlerical practices of the Jacobins. These 
moderate elements coalesced in the Girondins. Charlotte Corday, 
due to her gender, was largely blocked from the legitimate political 
channels available to men at the time. She solved this by resorting 
to assassination in order to realize her pro-Girondin political goals.  
Marie Antoinette, played by Emma Lenza, is probably one of 
the most famous figures of the Revolution. Her character 
represents the excesses of Ancien Régime life, and she is often 
thought of as completely out-of-touch with the realities facing the 
people of France prior to the Revolution. The play, however, 
rightfully represents her as a more complex character. Her 
inclusion offers a unique perspective on the political situation in 
France prior to and during the revolution. While she was not a 
revolutionary, she was not responsible for the injustices of the 
Ancien Régime. It may even be fair to say she was a victim of it, 
 
2 Caroline Warman, ed., “Olympe De Gouges (1748-1793), Declaration of the Rights of 
Woman and the Female Citizen, 1791,” Tolerance: The Beacon of the Enlightenment, 
vol. 3 (Cambridge, UK: Open Book Publishers, 2016), 49–51.  
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being shipped from her native Austria to be married off to the King 
of France as a teenager. Ultimately, she was an unfortunate victim 
of circumstance, and her inclusion allows her oft-overlooked 
perspective a chance to be heard. 
Marianne Angelle, played by Naïma Fonrose, is a gen de 
couleur from the French colony of Saint-Domingue, or today’s 
Haiti. As a composite, fictionalized character, she draws from 
multiple real-life inspirations and serves to highlight the political 
complexities of race and gender in revolutionary France, 
particularly with regard to Haiti. She is the wife of Vincent Ogé, a 
Haitian man of mixed African and French descent who violently 
agitated for voting rights for men of color and was ultimately 
executed for his actions. Her inclusion highlights the selective lens 
through which the egalitarian ideas of the French Revolution were 
seen. France’s struggle to free itself from its king directly inspired 
the Haitian struggle for freedom from slavery and colonization, 
and the negative attitudes of many French revolutionaries towards 
Haiti lays bare their racist hypocrisy. Due to her background, her 
voice is a uniquely important one in the discussions among the 
four protagonists. 
The Revolutionists covers a wide scope of individuals and 
perspectives involved in the French Revolution. It teaches us a 
valuable lesson when reading history: we must always consider 
which groups certain political movements neglect to mention. The 
Revolutionists turns the spotlight towards these marginalized 
voices, serving to bring their efforts to the forefront of the popular 
understanding of the French Revolution. The women of 
revolutionary France laid the ideological foundation for centuries 
of progress, and generations more of unborn activists of all genders 
and backgrounds will pay homage to them. 
 
Author Bio: 
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History and Political Science, in addition to a minor in Philosophy. 
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With 2020 heralding the centennial anniversary of the 19th 
Amendment, which granted women the right to vote, it is 
praiseworthy that the Santa Clara Department of Theatre and 
Dance celebrated this momentous milestone by intentionally 
honoring women playwrights. Not only was their spring 
production, The Revolutionists, written by American playwright 
and short story author Lauren Gunderson, but it features an all-
female cast. The cast is composed of three historical figures 
including Olympe de Gouges, Charlotte Corday, Marie Antionette, 
and a fourth composite figure named Marianne Angelle.  
Before diving into the play itself, I must acknowledge the 
current situation we are living in due to COVID-19, which has 
prevented us all from being together. This means that this play was 
not performed using the traditional methods we would expect from 
a theatre production. Modern technology allowed the department 
to adapt this play intended for the stage into one fit for a virtual 
platform. I must applaud the actresses for their commitment to 
their craft. I am no actor, so I can only imagine how difficult it is 
to remain committed to character when one is acting via Zoom and 
not on stage. As much as I missed the atmosphere of an in-person 
production, the message of the play was not lost because the cast 
truly brought the audience into their story. Each actress occupied 
her own corner of the screen, emerging or exiting as needed. If you 
need help imagining the setup, think back to your last meeting or 
class on Zoom, and it looked just like that, with each character 
interacting with one another in the form of a discussion. Zoom 
setup aside, I will say that for a play centered around the French 
Revolution, I was surprised by the contemporary nature of the 
dialogue, which included colloquialisms and the occasional use of 
profanity. Though not representative of the vernacular of time, I 
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appreciated it for the humor it added and sense of modernity it 
fostered. 
The Revolutionists tells the story of community, resilience, 
encouragement, and truth with the theatre acting as a medium to 
capture and tell that truth. The play puts together four women of 
strikingly dissimilar backgrounds approaching the Revolution from 
contrasting perspectives. Though, over the course of the play they 
are able humanize one another through their interactions. They find 
that their identity as women binds them together more than their 
differences can separate them. This emerging solidarity reveals to 
the women that they were collectively working toward something 
bigger than themselves. These four women found strength in 
hardship to create a history from which their voices were almost 
erased. The play touches on the themes of gender roles, politics, 
and art—all couched in the context of the French Revolution. More 
specifically, it is set during the notorious Terror of 1773. 
Liberty. Equality. Fraternity. These are the commonly known 
ideals of the French Revolution. These ideals represented a society 
that had realized something was fundamentally wrong with 
traditional ways of government. Moreover, they represented an 
attempt to envision a totally new way of thinking and doing. It was 
radical. Yet, revolutionary men, however radical, neglected several 
other social issues that plagued their society. They skirted around 
the issues of inequality that women and people of color faced, 
which is where we see quite a few ironies arise. The first that 
comes to mind is that we have one of the most well-known 
revolutionary stories in our world’s history demanding equality, 
fraternity, liberty, and so much more. Yet, those same 
revolutionaries do not extend those claims to women and people of 
color, as France still held slave colonies in Saint-Domingue, or 
present-day Haiti. Our second irony is that in this play Marianne 
Angelle is doubly excluded by her race and her ethnicity, though 
the Marianne of French history was a figurative white woman who 
served as the symbol of the Revolution. By making her a Haitian 
woman, however, the disconnect between the ideals of the 
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Revolution and the actions during it is made even more clear. This 
is a very clever and subtle tactic of the playwright. So, bravo 
Lauren Gunderson. 
So much of our culture is expressed as well as preserved in 
our art. Theatre is culture and, in a sense, theatre is democratic. I’m 
no authority on the topic at hand, but plays do bring people 
together. There is a cast who tells a story, and there is an audience 
who watches, but everyone is engaging in some sort of dialogue. 
Often that dialogue is temporally and culturally specific. We can 
look to Lin Manuel Miranda’s masterpiece, Hamilton, or this very 
play to clearly see that the representation and inclusion of 
historically marginalized voices are important topics to us as a 
society now. Plays can engage a mass of people in these types of 
dialogues and can affirm, change, or shift the conversations 
surrounding such topics. That seems quite democratic to me. 
As the play progresses, each character becomes increasingly 
consumed with a fear of dying—and, consequently, their stories 
dying with them. However, as they move through their journeys of 
activism, they come to realize that their fear of finality is 
misplaced. Their stories did not end with their deaths (all of whom 
are tragically executed by guillotine except Marianne). Instead, 
their stories begin with their execution, with the tales of their 
exemplary bravery living on today. 
Still, as I watched this Zoom play, I could not help but be 
almost stunned at the parallels I could draw to our current political 
and civil climate. Both revolutions and pandemics are large 
disruptions in society, and these disruptions often highlight 
inequality. For example, women faced disenfranchisement while 
marginalized communities often lack sufficient health care and 
support. The bigger question, when looking at this from a historical 
perspective, is if these injustices will only be revealed and dealt 
with in times of distress, or will we remember that inequality exists 
every day and work to dismantle the systems that perpetuate these 
inequalities so for once, history may not repeat itself? 
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